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Abstract
Competency-based education (CBE) is a movement gaining momentum nationwide. CBE
is built upon development of curricula, instructional methods, and assessment of certain skills
and abilities, not purely knowledge. These skills and abilities are called competencies. Grading
in a CBE-method school is often non-traditional. Rather than traditional A-F grades that appear
on non-CBE transcripts, students in some CBE schools receive numeric course grades such as a
2.8 or 3.2. Educational leaders and parents have raised concerns regarding the impact these nontraditional grades may have on students during the college admissions process, particularly when
applying to competitive schools.
The purpose of this qualitative interpretative phenomenological study was to examine
how school counselors from competency-based schools described their lived experiences during
the college admissions process while working with competitive institutions. Findings included
the following: Competitive colleges initiate only limited communication with school counselors;
colleges outside New England are less familiar with CBE; counselors know that colleges convert
student grades to a unique number used to compare student-applicants; and a perception that
their efforts to improve documentation were successful, allowing student-applicants from CBE
schools to be judged on a level playing field as compared to students from more traditional
schools. Recommendations for action included creation of formalized communications pathways
between school counselors and admissions staff; development of more commonality in high
school profiles and transcripts; distribution of this information to concerned parties; organization
of public forums to discuss the impact on college admissions; and professional development for
school counselors relative to these findings.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Competency-based education (CBE) is an educational movement that is growing rapidly
across the United States (Truong, 2019). CBE focuses student learning and advancement on the
attainment of certain abilities, skills, and/or habits referred to as competencies (Brodersen &
Randel, 2017; Colby, 2017; Gervais, 2016; Stack & Vander Els, 2018). Schools that adopt a
competency-based education model require students to demonstrate specific skills, knowledge,
and abilities before they progress to the next level, rather than basing that progression on the
amount of time spent in one class or another (Brodersen & Randel, 2017; Marcus, 2017; Ryan &
Cox, 2017; Scheopner Torres et al., 2018). CBE includes personalized student pathways that
children follow, often developed in small groups within professional learning communities. As a
result of this personalization, no two students’ educational paths are the same (Curry &
Docherty, 2017; Nagle & Taylor, 2017). Teachers are facilitators of student learning, more than
directors of learning (Sullivan & Downey, 2015). Learning opportunities are personalized to
each learner, rather than an ad hoc group such as a randomly selected class of 24 students of a
certain age or grade-level (Bramante & Colby, 2012; Brodersen & Randel, 2017; Curry &
Docherty, 2017; Sullivan & Downey, 2015). There is wide variability in the level of support
individual states give to schools looking to implement a CBE system (Truong, 2019). New
Hampshire requires a competency-based approach and is one of 17 states rated as being at the
advanced stage of policy implementation as of 2019 (Scheopner Torres et al., 2018; Truong,
2019).
There is no universally agreed upon definition of CBE. This is largely due to its use in K12 through higher education and the scattered nature of its implementation across the nation
(Gallagher, 2014; Gervais, 2016, Johnstone & Soares, 2014). The various definitions share one
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common theme: Student movement from one level of learning to another is determined not by
the amount of time spent in a particular school, grade, or course of study, but on the mastery of
specific learning objectives called “competencies” (Gervais, 2016; Johnstone & Soares, 2014).
There is, among some authors and thought leaders who write about and promote CBE,
movement toward the use of what they consider easier to understand terms such as “proficiencybased” or “standards-based.” However, the most common term used at the K-12 level today is
“competency-based” (Gallagher, 2014). There is significant crossover of CBE components and
practices in traditional schools and classrooms, such as problem-based learning, personalization,
and the use of rubrics. Often, CBE is defined as a bulleted or table-formatted list of
characteristics, rather than a few sentences (Evans et al., 2019).
Secondary school counselors work closely with students as they explore options for
higher education, and throughout the application process (American School Counselor
Association [ASCA], 2019). Grading in CBE model high schools is decidedly non-traditional.
Rather than the traditional A-, B+, or C course grades awarded for high school work, students
may receive a 3.6 or a 2.9 at the end of a course of study (Scheopner Torres et al., 2018; Stack &
Vander Els (2018). In other systems, the report card may simply be a list of standards or
competencies and the level of attainment the student has achieved in each (Reigeluth & Karnopp,
2019). Most colleges and universities consider the most important factors when evaluating a
students’ overall application to be their academic achievement and the rigor level of the courses
they chose to take in high school, as reflected on the secondary school transcript (Clinedinst,
2019). It is important for CBE schools to develop records that allow colleges to accurately assess
applicants from their school (Blauth & Hadjian, 2016; Stump et al., 2017).
This study explored the perceptions of experienced secondary school counselors in
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competency-based education schools as they assisted students through the college admissions
process. Following the definition of key terms and an explanation of the problem and the purpose
of the study, this chapter will outline the questions that drove this research. The framework and
assumptions on which the research was based and the limitations and scope of the actual study to
be conducted follow. Finally, a rationale for completing the study, and its possible significance
to the competency-based movement are explained.
Definition of Terms
Competency-Based Education (CBE): Sometimes referred to as proficiency-based
education or (inaccurately) standards-based education, an educational method built upon the
development of curricula, instruction and assessment of certain skills and abilities, not purely
knowledge. The skills and abilities, called competencies, are most often measured through
performance tasks using strongly developed rubrics that are used to evaluate students’ abilities.
Students not demonstrating competency are provided remediation until they are deemed
competent in each skill, and the education is highly personalized (Marcus, 2017; Ryan & Cox,
2017; Stack & Vander Els, 2018).
Competency: A measurable and well-defined learning objective that includes the
application of knowledge, skills and dispositions. Included in each competency is a statement of
what the student achieving this knowledge, or the skills and disposition can do, not just what he /
she / they knows (Fazekas, 2014; Levine & Patrick, 2019).
Competitive college / university: A common term for comparing colleges based largely
on mean SAT scores and the ratio of applicants to acceptances of each successive freshmen class
(Witteveen & Attewell, 2017). Various publications rank colleges and universities nationwide
through various metrics, including best party school, best food, or best value for the money
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(Carey, 2014). A competitive college or university, for the purposes of this study, will be one
that admits fewer than 50% of applicants.
Formative Assessment: The process of measuring student knowledge during instruction
as a way for teachers to adjust their plans, pedagogy, and personalization of instruction.
Formative assessment is commonly referred to as assessing for learning. Through formative
assessment, instructors learn what knowledge, skills and dispositions students have previously
acquired, what they have yet to master, and what will be new to them. This allows the teacher to
reteach, and/or remediate those skills, abilities, or knowledge not yet acquired (Council of Chief
State School Officers, 2019).
Mastery Learning: An approach to instruction and assessment that does not rely on the
time spent in the learning process but rather the attainment of knowledge, skills, or abilities.
Students not attaining the learning the first time are given additional learning opportunities and
assessed until mastery is achieved (Emery et al., 2017; Yudkowsky et al., 2015).
Performance task: A learning activity or tool of assessment that requires students to
perform a particular task. Knowledge, understanding, and the students’ proficiency level is
judged not only by what they know, but by what they do (McTighe, 2015).
Proficiency: The ability to perform a task, demonstrate a skill, or exhibit the acquisition
of a prescribed level of knowledge. Commonly, this is the base level that allows students to
move on to the next learning task with enough knowledge to be successful (Sanborn Regional
High School, 2020).
Rubric: Typically presented in grid form, an assessment recording tool that allows
evaluators to objectively compare the demonstration of student competency and proficiency
against a written standard. These are used not only to assess student work at a particular moment
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in time but also to guide future learning activities should the student not be sufficiently proficient
in all areas of the rubric (McTighe, 2015).
School counselor: Often used interchangeably with “guidance counselor”, this term
describes a professional staff member of a secondary school who performs a variety of
counseling-related tasks, which often include helping students explore various postsecondary
options and navigate the college selection and admissions process (ASCA, 2019). The term
school counselor will be used for this study as the ASCA has called for it to become the
universally accepted title (Zyromski et al., 2018). Additionally, this study sought out school
counselors from competency-based schools who have significant experience interacting with
college admissions officers. As such, experienced school counselors will be a term used only for
those with three or more years in the field while working at a CBE school.
School Profile: A document, normally submitted to a college along with a student’s
transcript, which describes various characteristics of the school he/she/they attended. Typically
included are descriptions of the student body, curricular offerings, the grading system used by
that school, contact information for key staff, and a listing of colleges that have recently accepted
students from the school (Adams, 2020).
Standards: The underpinning of competencies. The specific skills and knowledge that
when viewed as a collective create a competency. In order to demonstrate competency, students
must be able to become proficient in each standard that makes up that competency (Stack &
Vander Els, 2018).
Summative Assessment: An end-of-learning gauge of student learning, often referred to as
an assessment of student learning. Using rubrics, these are typically given at the end of learning
to assure that students have demonstrated the essential content knowledge, skills, and abilities to
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allow them to move on to different or more advanced learning (Education Week, 2015).
Transcript: An official and permanent record of a student’s courses taken and grades
earned at a specified level of education (NCES, n.d.).
Statement of the Problem
It is unclear how experienced school counselors from competency-based education model
schools describe their interactions with admissions counselors from competitive colleges when
discussing students’ applications and potential acceptance into the college. The dramatic changes
that often accompany a move from a traditional model of curriculum, instruction and assessment
to CBE will likely lead state departments of education, local school boards, school leaders, and
other stakeholders to question every part of the CBE system during the planning phase (Stack &
Vander Els, 2018). Often, when districts or schools explore a move to CBE, questions are asked
about the possible negative effect on students’ prospects for admission to competitive colleges.
These questions tend to focus on the nontraditional nature of assessment and grading in CBE
model schools and how colleges view those grades during the admissions process (Blauth &
Hadjian, 2016; O’Connor, 2018; Reif et al., 2016).
During the college admissions process, the academic success of students, as reflected on
their high school transcripts, is a key component considered by colleges and university
admissions offices (Clinedinst, 2019). Schools adopting a CBE model normally replace their
traditional grading system with one that aligns with CBE or what is called standards-based
grading (Reigeluth & Karnopp, 2019). Rather than the traditional A-F grades that appear on nonCBE transcripts, students in some CBE schools often receive numeric course grades such as 3.6
or 2.1 (Stack & Vander Els, in press), or via a list of mastered (or not) learning targets (Reigeluth
& Karnopp, 2019). It is important for CBE schools to develop transcripts that accurately reflect
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how learning is assessed at their schools in ways that allow college admissions staff to evaluate
applicants from CBE schools fairly and accurately (Blauth & Hadjian, 2016; Reif et al., 2016;
Stump et al., 2017).
The experienced secondary level school counselors interviewed for this study were asked
to describe their experiences and perceptions as they worked with college admissions counselors.
A conscious effort was made to select experienced counselors as they bring more perspective to
their responses. Experienced, for the purposes of this study, included those with three or more
years’ experience in the profession. The Literature Review presented in Chapter 2 revealed that
there has not been a comprehensive study of the lived experiences and perceptions of counselors
from CBE schools, experienced or not, relative to the admissions process.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this interpretative phenomenological study was to explore how secondary
level school counseling staff from competency-based schools perceived their lived experiences
during the college admissions process while working on behalf of students applying to
competitive institutions. The focus of this study was the ways in which school counselors help
college admissions staff understand and process the non-traditional transcripts, school profiles,
and course expectations that are part of CBE systems, as well as how they perceive the ways in
which the applications are evaluated. Ultimately, the study may help guide the efforts of current
practitioners, including state and local leaders, school counselors and admissions officers, as well
as those exploring a CBE system.
Research Questions
1. How do experienced school counselors from competency-based secondary schools
perceive their interactions with admissions staff from competitive colleges during
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their students’ application process?
a. How do experienced secondary school counselors describe their
interactions with college admissions staff at competitive institutions
during the admissions process?
b. How do experienced secondary level school counselors from CBE schools
describe the ways they have modified student transcripts and school
profiles in order to accurately inform admissions counselors at competitive
colleges?
c. How do experienced secondary level school counselors describe the
changes they have seen over time in the ways college admissions officers
from competitive schools evaluate applicants from CBE-model schools?
Conceptual Framework
New Hampshire has mandated the use of competencies to determine readiness for
graduation since 2005, although significant flexibility is granted to schools regarding how that is
accomplished. The growth of CBE continues steadily across the state (Schulte, 2016). As an
educator in New Hampshire for more than thirty years, I have watched with great interest as the
state’s high schools (the level at which I have worked for almost all that time) have struggled
with CBE. Since the CBE mandate in 2005, I have worked in two districts that shunned the
conversion to CBE and a third that embraced it like no other in the state. My current district is
often cited as an exemplar of how to design and implement a CBE system. The prior
administration (I arrived five years ago when most of the work was already done) built from
scratch a PK-12 CBE system that has been studied by schools from across the state, the nation,
and as far away as Singapore.
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As admissions counselors are confronted with non-traditional grading systems from
schools adopting a CBE model, they approach those transcripts differently, often converting the
CBE grades into an equivalent GPA (O’Connor, 2018, Stump et al., 2017). The New England
Board of Higher Education convened a 2016 meeting of admissions directors and other leaders
from highly selective New England colleges to address this very question. The admissions
leaders stated that students from proficiency-based schools, a term synonymous with
competency-based, are not disadvantaged in the admissions process (Blauth & Hadjian, 2016).
Concurrently, the Center for Education Policy, Applied Research and Evaluation (CEPARE) at
the University of Southern Maine had been studying the implications of Maine’s move to
proficiency-based education on college admissions (Stump et al., 2017). Building off a review of
admissions websites and related data, they interviewed admissions counselors from five colleges
in Maine, and developed a series of recommendations for secondary schools adopting
proficiency-based education models. These recommendations were designed to help admissions
staff accurately and completely assess college applicants from proficiency-based schools in
Maine (Stump et al., 2017). That study and its conclusions form the theoretical framework for
this study.
Assumptions, Limitations, Scope
As the number of states, districts and schools embracing CBE has grown in recent years,
the number of students applying to college from those schools has also increased. This study
involved semi-structured interviews with a purposeful sample of five experienced secondary
level school counselors from five New Hampshire schools utilizing a competency or proficiencybased system of education. This sample size aligned with the four to ten interviews, not
necessarily participants, but interviews, recommended for this level and type of research (Smith
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et al., 2009). This sample was sought to represent relative geographical diversity across New
Hampshire. It was assumed that the participants answered questions honestly and based on their
actual viewpoints. To promote authenticity, participants’ identities were protected by the use of
pseudonyms in the final analysis. Participants were informed of that protection prior to their
agreement to be interviewed. The study included only participants with three or more years’
experience working with applicants and those familiar with the ways in which their current
institution has adjusted the various presentations of data and other information to colleges to
maximize their students’ chances of attaining admission to the institution of their choice.
As an employee of one of my state’s most CBE-focused schools, I am deeply involved in
the work to refine and improve CBE on a daily basis. I have multiple colleagues and friends who
are involved in the promotion of CBE, and I believe in it strongly myself. It was vital to
continually remind myself to maintain an unbiased stance and to distance myself from my own
biases during the interview and analysis process. Although pure epoché is rarely achieved by
researchers, constant awareness of the impact of bias may allow for a fresh and pure perspective
on the data to emerge (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016). Another limitation was New Hampshire’s
general lack of racial diversity (Race and Ethnicity in New England, 2018). This may mitigate
the transferability of the results and conclusions beyond New Hampshire or New England.
Further, this study did not explore the positive or negative impact of a student’s attendance at a
CBE model secondary school, nor did it look at the impact on less competitive colleges and
universities, or those outside of New England specifically.
While New Hampshire, my home state, is significantly farther along the path toward full
implementation of CBE statewide, there are significant movements toward implementation of
CBE in several New England states (Evans et al., 2019; O’Connor, 2018). This study focused on
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New Hampshire, with the selection of participants limited to those working in New Hampshire.
Looking at schools within New England, to which New Hampshire students are most likely to
apply, A review of more than 40 colleges in New England revealed admission rates as high as
100% (most community colleges) and others below 10% (several Ivy League schools, MIT, etc.).
As a result, and due to an assumed heightened interest of students, parents, and school staff to the
impact on admission to more competitive schools, this study focused on interactions with
representatives of competitive schools in New England. Competitive was defined for this study
as comprising schools with acceptance rates below 50 percent.
Rationale and Significance
Bastedo et al. (2018) referred to the admissions process as a “black box” which is
arbitrary in nature and invisible to outsiders. Cracking open that black box is a challenge, but one
that has the potential to assist schools and individual applicants in a variety of ways. First,
shedding any light on the mysterious process of college admissions is a worthy outcome. Second,
the results of this study may inform and guide future decisions made by proponents or opponents
and practitioners of CBE, researchers, and others who are looking at the long-term outcomes of
CBE on students, as well as those exploring new methods of education as a path to improved
student learning.
This research was intended to understand the lived experiences of secondary school
counselors regarding their interactions with college admissions staff. The focus of the study
emphasized how schools have adapted student transcripts and the accompanying school profiles
to better communicate the non-traditional assessment processes found in in CBE schools. The
study explored counselors’ perception of the changes that have occurred over time as CBE has
become more common in schools across New England and the nation. As a result of this study,
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authors, educational leaders, and others may have more reliable information to guide their
continuing improvements to the CBE model, particularly in this specific area.
Conclusion
The purpose of this interpretative phenomenological study was to explore the ways in
which experienced secondary level school counseling staff described their interactions and lived
experiences with college admissions personnel while working on behalf of students applying to
competitive higher education institutions. The goal of this research was to understand how
schools use their transcripts and school profiles to accurately portray the assessment systems in
place in their schools, as well as changes that may have occurred over time. The review of the
literature identified a gap in the peer-reviewed research to date on this subject, and CBE in
general. The research was guided by two studies. First, a 2016 study done by the New England
Board of Higher Education, which found that admissions directors from highly selective colleges
report no negative impact on students’ chances of admission. Second, a 2017 study by the
University of Maine resulted in a set of concrete recommendations for high school counseling
departments to assist admissions staff and their student-applicants as well. The methodology,
described in Chapter Three, included interviews with five experienced secondary level school
counselors from public schools in New Hampshire purposely chosen to form a cross-section of
these schools generally. The data analysis involved the use of an interpretative
phenomenological approach, which explored participants’ perceptions and attitudes as revealed
through interviews, in this case with experienced secondary level school counselors. Chapter
Four describes the findings of the study, and Chapter Five will align the findings of the study
with the literature review and present conclusions that have been drawn from those findings.

13
CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
As the American educational system constantly evolves, one education reform that has
gained momentum during the last two decades is competency-based education (CBE) (Nodine,
2016; Stone-Johnson, 2011). Schools that adopt a CBE model focus student learning on the
development and assessment of specific abilities, skills, and/or habits of learning referred to as
competencies (Brodersen & Randel, 2017; Colby, 2017; Gervais, 2016; Stack & Vander Els,
2018). An ideal CBE-modeled school advances students to new learning only when they have
demonstrated proficiency in their current learning and a readiness to take on what is next
(Brodersen & Randel, 2017; Marcus, 2017; Ryan & Cox, 2017; Scheopner Torres et al., 2018).
The personalized path followed by students does not match that of any other student (Curry &
Docherty, 2017; Nagle & Taylor, 2017). CBE-system teachers act more like facilitators of
learning rather than directing learning in a specific way (Sullivan & Downey, 2015). Learning
opportunities are personalized to each learner, not an ad hoc group such as a Freshmen English
class of 22 students (Bramante & Colby, 2012; Brodersen & Randel, 2017; Curry & Docherty,
2017; Sullivan & Downey, 2015). The purpose of this literature review was to develop the
background information necessary to understand competency-based education and the various
challenges that arise as states, local districts, and school leaders explore and implement CBE
systems, with a primary focus on the ways in which a CBE model affects the process undertaken
by school counselors, experienced or not, as their students seek admission to college having
attended CBE-model schools.
The history and basis of CBE can be traced back to the craft guilds of the 1800s
(Baizerman, 2013). The Carnegie Unit–equivalent to about a year’s study in one course in its
original form–became the basic unit of measurement for education during much of the 20th
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Century (Silva & White, 2015). The move to improve science standards in the late 1950s and a
reform of teacher education in the 1960s led to an exploration of new ways to define learning
(Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; Morcke et al., 2013). The 1983 report, “A Nation at Risk”, President
Bush’s No Child Left Behind law, and its successor the Every Student Succeeds Act, coupled with
a renewed focus on college and career readiness, pushed the CBE movement along (Brodersen &
Randel, 2017; Marcus, 2017; Smithson, 2017). K-12 education has witnessed this movement
pick up speed in the last 10-15 years (Truong, 2019). While states, districts, and schools across
the country are rapidly moving toward accepting the idea of CBE (Evans et al., 2019), there are
significant differences in how this implementation is taking place (Brodersen et al., 2017). New
Hampshire was the first state to mandate CBE in 2005 (Bramante & Colby, 2012;
Administration of Minimum, n.d.; New Hampshire Department of Education (NHDOE), 2014;
Schulte, 2016). New Hampshire law and policy have allowed schools the flexibility to
experiment with CBE principles (Schulte, 2016).
The changes needed to implement a fully integrated competency-based system will
present a significant challenge for any district or school (Freeland, 2014; Scheopner Torres et al.,
2018; Sturgis, 2015). There is wide variability in the level of support individual states give to
schools looking to implement a CBE system (Truong, 2019). The dramatic changes that often
accompany a move from a traditional model to CBE may lead state departments of education,
local school boards, school leaders, and other stakeholders to question every part of the CBE
system during the planning phase. Each change process brings its own challenges related to
teaching, learning, and the practices in place prior to and after the change occurs. These
individual challenges will alter in significant ways the ultimate outcome of the process (Curry
and Docherty, 2017). Those seeking guidance on implementing a CBE system in their district
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will find writing from a variety of proponents of the model (Bramante & Colby, 2012; Curry &
Docherty, 2017; Reigeluth & Karnopp, 2019; Stack & Vander Els, 2018; Sturgis, 2015). Schools
across the United States that have made the transition effectively and may provide insight on
these and other questions (Brodersen & Randel, 2017; Scheopner Torres et al., 2018; Stack &
Vander Els, 2018).

Problem Statement
When states or districts are exploring a move to a CBE model, questions are often raised
about the possible negative effect on students’ prospects for admission to competitive colleges.
These questions tend to focus on the nontraditional nature of the assessment and grading
methods used in CBE model schools and how competitive colleges and universities may view
students’ academic records during the admissions process (Blauth & Hadjian, 2016; O’Connor,
2018, Reif et al., 2016). It is unclear how experienced school counselors from competency-based
education model schools describe their interactions with admissions counselors from competitive
colleges when discussing students’ applications and potential acceptance into the college.
Conceptual Framework
As an educator in New Hampshire for more than thirty years, I have watched with great
interest as the state’s high schools have struggled with competency-based education. It is very
helpful to know that in New Hampshire, when the Department of Education mandates
something, local school districts do not necessarily have to do it. The state’s constitution has a
clause that has been interpreted to mean that if a state mandate has a cost attached to its
implementation, local school districts and municipalities do not have to enact or enforce it
(Andrews, 2005, Schulte, 2016). The result of this has been spotty implementation of CBE
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principles in New Hampshire schools.
Regardless, the growth of CBE continues steadily across the state. Since the CBE
mandate in 2005, I have worked in two districts that shunned the conversion to CBE and now
work in a district that has embraced it like no other in the state. My current district is often cited
as a national-level exemplar of how to design and implement a CBE system. I arrived five years
ago when most of the work was already done. The prior administration built from scratch a PK12 CBE system that has been studied by schools from across the state, the nation, and as far
away as Singapore.
During the college admissions process, the academic success of students, as reflected on
their high school transcripts is a key component considered by colleges and university
admissions offices (Clinedinst, 2018). As admissions officers are confronted with non-traditional
grading systems such as exist at schools adopting a CBE model, they will inevitably have to
approach those transcripts differently (Blauth & Hadjian, 2016). A significant goal of this study
was to explore the interactions experienced school counselors have with admissions staff, and
their perceptions of how they have adapted documents typically submitted to colleges and
universities on behalf of their students to accurately portray their students’ academic success and
progress. The participants were asked to describe the changes in both interactions and
documentation over time. The information gleaned during this process may be of help to future
counselors as they move from traditional to CBE-model schools, state and district leaders as they
plan a possible transition from traditional to CBE-modeled schools, and colleges as they guide
schools to provide them an accurate picture of the students applying for admission to their
institutions.
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Theoretical Framework
As additional states move towards proficiency- or competency-based methods, including
every New England state, there will be an inevitable change in the application materials
submitted by high school seniors (Stump et al., 2017). The capacity of a school and its
counseling staff to provide college counseling to students has been found a significantly positive
factor in students’ pursuit of that next level (McDonough, 2005). Counselors can help identify
schools that are a good match and help with deadlines, requirements, and financial aid options
(Stump et al., 2017).
The New England Board of Higher Education explored the impact of attendance at a
proficiency-based secondary school on college admissions in 2016 (Blauth & Hadjian, 2016).
Following a meeting of admissions leaders from over 60 New England colleges, the assembled
admissions directors and staff stated unequivocally that students attending proficiency- or
competency-based schools were not put at a disadvantage in the admissions process. The report
goes so far as to say that some of the features of a typical proficiency-based transcript were
viewed as helpful by these leaders as they looked to make a holistic judgment on the applicants
from those schools. Rather than just a focus on academics the admissions staff got a more
complete view of the applicant. Several comments and recommendations were presented in the
white paper report generated following this meeting:
•

Institutions receive applications from a wide variety of schools employing a wide variety
of methods and from all over the world

•

Documents from all schools must present a clear and accurate snapshot of the learning
environment of the student’s school and its characteristics

•

Clear, transparent school profiles and transcripts help admissions staff understand each
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school’s particular model of learning
•

Learning standards must be clearly delineated and defined

•

School profiles provide an opportunity to highlight important and unique characteristics
of the school that differentiate it from others

•

Profiles and transcripts lacking such information creates barriers for admission as these
create difficulty evaluating applicants

•

Inclusion of habits of learning and cross-curricular skills such as communication skills,
the ability to collaborate, etc. were encouraged (Blauth & Hadjian, 2016).
Researchers at the University of Maine (Orono) explored the implications of this through

interviews with admissions staff from five Maine colleges. These researchers focused on access
issues, however a significant portion of their report discussed various ways that secondary
schools can provide information to college admissions staff in a coherent and helpful way. This
study, by Stump et al. (2017) formed the theoretical framework for this research. The authors
undertook a review of the minimum requirements as made publicly available for these same five
Maine colleges and followed that up by interviewing admissions officers from each school. The
research validated the continued reliance admissions officers have on grade point averages, the
rigor of courses taken by the student while in high school, and standardized test scores. While the
schools in their study considered standardized test scores, the authors noted a decline in their
importance that mirrored a national trend. The evaluation process was described in this way:
Admissions officers said they looked at students’ course grades and level of rigor along
with the school profile to explain the available curriculum and academic demand of
students’ course pathways. It was reported that admissions staff used this information as
indicators of the extent to which students challenged themselves and also to determine
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that students have the proper preparatory courses for their intended program of study
(Stump et al., 2017, p. 16).
The sampled institutions pointed out the importance of the inclusion of transcripts that clearly
indicated the rigor/level of the courses students took. Notations such as honors or advanced and
courses labeled as advanced placement were indications of higher rigor.
All the sampled institutions reported some experience with alternate or proficiency-based
transcripts. The study participants described the proactive efforts of some secondary schools that
reached out to colleges such as the University of Maine for guidance as they developed new
transcripts, something the admissions officers highly encouraged. The lack of a common way of
expressing assessment of students in competency- or proficiency-based systems was noted, as
was the common use of some form of GPA by the secondary schools. According to the study,
portfolios and other holistic grading documentation were becoming more and more common.
However, there were challenges noted. Due to the varied nature of the documents from various
schools, and the varying definitions of proficiency adopted by schools, admissions staff reported
difficulty finding the pertinent information in some documents. Officers expressed a need for
concise and clearly presented information relative to proficiency levels or other ratings used by
individual schools and districts. All officers reported their continued reliance on GPAs and that
they often converted the specific school’s grading system into something they could use for
comparison, even if that meant estimating a student’s GPA. Admissions staff expressed that most
alternative profiles and transcripts took longer to process. This evidence was not seen as a barrier
to evaluation, nor was it seen as a net negative for the applicant. The researchers repeatedly
emphasized the importance of the school profile, describing it as key to opening up the various
grading scales and methods used by schools to measure student learning (Stump et al, 2017).
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Finally, Stump et al. (2017) described the opportunities that were presented by
proficiency-based and other holistic transcripts. While traditional transcripts tend to be grade and
GPA-focused, proficiency-based transcripts were seen as a broader road map of sorts to view the
student’s potential for success more completely. This, the officers described, ran both ways. Not
only did it allow schools to focus more on learning, activities, and character, but it also had the
potential to allow students to lessen their focus on numeric and simplistic indicators of supposed
success. However, in the end, the study reminded readers of the limited time admissions officers
had to make decisions about candidates and how this tended to lead right back to a reliance on
simple indicators. Recognizing that limitation, they recommended that schools provide clear and
quickly discovered measures and a desire by admissions staff to be provided ways to see beyond
those simple metrics. Consistency school-to-school would help as well. The authors closed with
a recommendation that high schools created a record that, at a minimum, provided:
1. Clear, concise definitions or explanations of proficiency scores or ratings;
2. A comparable conversion from the proficiency scoring scale to a 4.0 GPA scale;
3. A school profile that outlines the school curriculum and available pathways for meeting
graduation requirements;
4. Documentation of the courses—including subject area and level of rigor—successfully
completed by the applicant
5. Information to compare the applicant’s selected program of study and accomplishments
to that of other students in the high school (Stump et al., 2017).
This theoretical framework was used as a reflective lens for exploring the perceptions of
school counselors involved in this process. Stump et al. (2017) presented suggestions for how
schools prepare specific documentation that might assist their students as they seek admission to
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the college of their choice, as well as the admissions counselors reviewing those applications.
The transcript, and school profile that accompanies it, must present a clear picture of the
student’s academic record. College admissions websites and various documentation available
online confirm that the grades earned by students and the rigor of their academic program are
keys to gaining admission to competitive colleges. Secondary schools that put in the time to help
higher education admissions counselors better understand the ways in which students are
assessed at their schools, their achievement, and the rigor level of their academic coursework
may greatly assist their students during the admissions process.
Stump et al. (2017) described the perceptions of school counselors regarding their
communication with college admissions staff and the difficulties faced as the colleges confronted
CBE-style grading (in their report it is termed proficiency-based, as that is the term used in
Maine). This was the initial focus of the questions asked of the experienced school counselors
interviewed. Participants were next asked to describe the ways in which their high school has (or
has not) altered their transcripts and school profiles to assist college admissions staff in
evaluating applicants. As described above, this is a primary focus of the Stump study. As stated
in their report, one school counselor said, “It doesn't matter if I like how a college does it or if I
agree with their process, my job is to be as helpful as I can to every student in our school” (p.
36). The Stump report addressed the fact that in Maine, what the state labels proficiency-based
education and its accompanying grading system was still a work in progress. The final questions
in the interview revolved around how the experienced school counselors interviewed perceived
changes in how competitive colleges evaluate graduates from CBE model schools over the prior
several years. Effectively, this study looked at the same process as Stump et al., but from the
other side of the interactions involved.
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Review of the Literature
Educators continue to seek innovative ways to design curricula, deliver high-quality
instruction, and accurately assess student learning (Stone-Johnson, 2011). One such reform that
has gained momentum over the last several decades is competency-based education (CBE)
(Truong, 2019). In a CBE system, student learning and advancement is based on the attainment
of specifically defined abilities, skills, and/or habits referred to as competencies (Brodersen &
Randel, 2017; Colby, 2017; Gervais, 2016; Stack & Vander Els, 2018). Schools adopting a
competency-based model require students to achieve competency in all the various areas of the
written curriculum. Progress to the next level is based on the demonstration of these course
competencies, rather than the amount of time spent in one class or another (Brodersen & Randel,
2017; Marcus, 2017; Ryan & Cox, 2017; Scheopner Torres et al., 2018).
The pace at which CBE is growing, being implemented, and adapting has led the research
to focus more on the development of ideas and innovations rather than proving its effectiveness
with students (Evans et al., 2019). The changes needed to put in place a fully integrated
competency-based system are a monumental shift away from many of the traditional aspects of
most schools (Freeland, 2014; Scheopner Torres et al., 2018; Sturgis, 2015). Implementation is
underway at some level in almost every state and in the District of Columbia; however, there is
wide variability in the level of support individual states give to that process (Truong, 2019).
Several states require a competency-based approach in secondary schools, including New
Hampshire (Scheopner Torres et al., 2018).
Questions about that implementation process inevitably arise, and they tend to revolve
around some common themes. These include, “What is entailed in the process?”, “Where should
we start?”, “How do we break down years of tradition to better serve our students?”, and “Does
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CBE actually work?” Schools across the United States have made the transition effectively and
may shed light on these and other questions. The need for solid research-based proof of CBE’s
effectiveness may be needed as more and more states require schools to integrate some sort of
competencies. However, the literature regarding the impact of CBE on student learning at the K12 level remains limited. Studying CBE-based schools, their leaders, and the process they
followed may assist others studying or in the early implementation stages of moving to CBE.
History of Competency-Based Education
Many authors have attempted to build the history of the CBE movement (Baizerman,
2013; Curry & Docherty, 2017; Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; Marcus, 2017; Schilling & Koetting,
2010). While there is no general agreement, there are themes that repeat themselves in the
literature. Schilling and Koetting (2010) went as far back as the Greek philosopher Democritus
to help explain the basic elements that make up a CBE model. Democritus believed that the
knowledge of atoms would eventually explain everything in nature; in his view, atoms are the
core competencies of everything. Several researchers (Baizerman, 2013; Nodine, 2016) wrote
about the craft guilds and traditional trades prior to the industrial revolution as a beginning point
for the use of CBE in education. The craft guild system was characterized by masters of their
trade, who held the key to the valuable knowledge needed to successfully work in the chosen
field. These masters set the standards and competencies of their particular craft, and trained
apprentices and journeymen until the master assessed that the learner was ready to be considered
for master status. Ultimately, the larger craft guild itself admitted or rejected candidates for
membership (Baizerman, 2013). There may be lessons to be learned from those early efforts at a
CBE-style system. Nodine (2016) spoke of various training programs where established
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standards were identified for competence and performance and used as what amounted to the
minimum standards for admission to the guild or profession.
The beginning of the 20th Century saw the adoption of the Carnegie Unit, which was
effectively established by steel magnate Andrew Carnegie (Schulte, 2016; Silva & White, 2015).
Shortly after his retirement, Carnegie gave $10 million—the equivalent of $250 million in
today's dollars—to establish a retirement fund for college professors. Access to this fund
required schools to define units of learning. One unit was roughly equivalent to five hours of
classroom time each week for a full academic year (Schulte, 2016; Silva & White, 2015). This
definition was to be used to demonstrate the amount and diversity of learning students had
completed prior to admission and while in college. Thus was born the concept of the "Carnegie
Unit" (Silva & White, 2015). Somewhat ironically, The Carnegie Foundation is one group
currently advocating an increase in transparency and flexibility in student learning (Sullivan &
Downey, 2015). They propose revisiting the Carnegie Unit itself as the standard measure of
learning and progress for students (Sullivan & Downey, 2015). However, they acknowledge that
efforts to break up the relationship between schools and credit-unit based learning progress have
failed over the years (Schulte, 2016).
During the late 1960s, ten colleges received funding from the United States Office of
Education to train more elementary school teachers (Farmer & Ramsdale, 2016; Gallagher, 2014;
Nodine, 2016). The implementation process to build these new teacher education programs led to
several states mandating that they be based on competency principles (Nodine, 2016). Although
the formal use of competencies faded over time, several of the concepts remained in place
(Nodine, 2016). The Cold War era, and particularly the launch of Sputnik by the Soviets in 1957,
spurred additional government interest in science education. This led to money being sent into
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educational research, and outcome-based education models were one of the tangential results of
this funding and research (Morcke et al., 2013).
The roots of the Standards-Based movement, which aligns closely with CBE, began with
A Nation at Risk in 1983. This led to the development of national standards by the National
Council of Teachers of Mathematics, and those required by No Child Left Behind in the early
2000s (Smithson, 2017). Approximately 30% of schools applying for Race to the Top funds
during the Obama administration included references to competency-based education on their
applications (Brodersen & Randel, 2017). The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2015
contributed to the opening of doors to a variety of new assessments at the K-12 level (Marcus,
2017). New Hampshire is the most advanced of those states, adopting the PACE (Performance
Assessment of Competency Education) system as an alternative to the nationally developed SAT
or SBAC assessments (Evans, 2019; Marcus, 2017).
A renewed interest in the demonstration of college and career readiness upon graduation,
coupled with the increased availability to, and quality of online learning experience has
contributed greatly to the ability of schools to effectively move to mastery-based learning
systems (Ryan & Cox, 2017). One reason CBE has gained widespread support is its ability to
address the needs of all students equitably (Scheopner Torres et al., 2018).
Several states in the Northeastern part of the United States were out in front of the
movement from the beginning. In 2005, the New Hampshire State Board of Education and the
NH Legislature passed a mandate that required schools to move to a CBE model (Bramante &
Colby, 2012; NH Minimum Standards, n.d.; New Hampshire Department of Education
(NHDOE), 2014; Schulte, 2016). According to the NH Minimum Standards (n.d.) section
306.27(b)(2), “courses shall be planned for the attainment of specific educational district and
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graduation competencies leading to the high school diploma.” The result of this law change was
mixed. Strictly interpreted, this meant that graduation from high school must be based on
achievement of competencies rather than simply the accumulation of credits. However, most
New Hampshire schools did not—and have yet to—eliminate references to credits altogether
(Schulte, 2016). The change has been slowed by the lack of enforcement authority on the part of
the state (Schulte, 2016). The New Hampshire Constitution contains a clause that prohibits the
state legislature from enforcing the enactment at the local level of any change that has a cost
attached to local towns or schools. The result is simple: A mandate does not mean you really
have to do it in the “Live Free or Die” state (Andrews, 2005; Schulte, 2016).
In 2012, a change in Iowa state law was enacted that allowed schools in the state to award
credits based not on seat time but on the demonstration of specific course competencies (Jumper,
2018). The Vermont Legislature in 2013 passed "An Act Relating to Encouraging Flexible
Pathways to Secondary School Completion" (Marcus, 2017). This law required schools to
develop Personalized Learning Plans (PLPs) for all students (Nagle & Taylor, 2017). These
custom plans guide students toward their high school diploma. The objective is to maximize
opportunities available to students by developing individual goals related to students’ long-term
college and career objectives and learning styles (Nagle & Taylor, 2017). Individually, these
state governments have begun the process of moving from the objective of collecting seat time
and credits to the achievement of goals connected to students’ future plans.
The Aurora Institute, until 2019 called iNACOL, an educational organization dedicated
to reform in a variety of areas including competency-based learning, published a 2019 update to
its list of the 50 states and D.C. and their progress towards adopting CBE or supporting its
development. Their findings are summarized here:
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•

Seventeen states were at the advanced level, described as “has comprehensive policy
alignment” or “active state role” in development.

•

Fifteen states were developing: “Open state policy flexibility” for schools to
transition.

•

Eighteen were identified as emerging: “Limited state policy flexibility” and usually a
requirement for the state DOE to authorize a shift.

•

Only one state (Wyoming) was found to have made no progress (Truong, 2019).

The growth of CBE can be seen when comparing this analysis to one done by
Aurora/iNACOL back in 2012. The 2012 “Snapshot of Competency-Based Education State
Policy Across the U.S.” showed only four states in the advanced category, and almost half of the
states were shown at that time as having no policies at all regarding CBE (Truong, 2019).
Definition / Components of CBE
There are many definitions of competency-based education. This is due to the scattered
nature of its implementation across the nation in levels from kindergarten to higher education
(Gallagher, 2014; Gervais, 2016, Johnstone & Soares, 2014). The various definitions share one
common theme: Student movement from one level of learning to another is determined not by
the amount of time spent in a particular school, grade, or course of study, but on the mastery of
specific learning objectives called “competencies” (Gervais, 2016; Johnstone & Soares, 2014).
Some authors and thought leaders would like to move to an easier to understand term
such as “proficiency” or “standard”. However, today’s most common term used at the K-12 level
is “competency” (Gallagher, 2014). There is a significant crossover of CBE components and
practices in traditional schools and classrooms. Since there is no single agreed-upon definition of
CBE, the movement lacks, with no small amount of irony, a standards-basis as a foundational
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element, something viewed as imperative (Gervais, 2016). The various definitions of CBE can be
synthesized as including these factors:
1. Advancement upon mastery
2. Measurable, explicit learning objectives
3. Meaningful and positive assessment
4. Provision of timely support based on students’ needs
5. The use of learning outcomes that focus on knowledge as well a development of
proficiencies or competencies. (O’Connor, 2018, p. 244)
Recognizing the problem inherent with the lack of clarity, there is some call for the development
of a consistent definition of CBE and the must-have components that make up a CBE system
(Ryan & Cox, 2017). The essential elements of CBE include progression based on the
development of quantifiable skills and abilities to be mastered, a focus on mastery of those rather
than seat time, the personalization of the learning process, and the use of flexible assessment
tools that meet the learning objectives as well as the needs of the learner (Ryan & Cox, 2017).
The New Hampshire Department of Education (NHDOE) requires CBE districts to assess
students using a performance-based assessment tool that is integrated seamlessly into student
learning during the school year. These assessments are developed by teams of teachers
assembled from multiple districts with support from the NHDOE. The Performance Assessment
of Competency Education Assessment (PACE) is administered in the students’ classroom as part
of regular instruction, not a pre-determined and common date state-wide (Evans, 2019).
Examples include open-ended problems, essays, and hands-on science experiments (to name a
few). Performance-based assessments are considered “authentic” because it is assumed that the
act of completing the assessment is a worthwhile task in and of itself (Evans, 2019). This system
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has the approval of the United States Department of Education to be used as a statewide
assessment in all grades not otherwise assessed. Students in grades three, eight, and eleven are
not assessed using the PACE tool (Evans 2019). These are the benchmark years as required for
federal reporting purposes. There is not enough information to determine how well CBE is
working in New Hampshire, even with the PACE assessments in place (Marcus 2017).
Current Interpretations / Best Practices in CBE
A significant emphasis of the literature describing CBE refers to how the student learning
experience is personalized. One component is consistently part of the definitions that do exist:
Prior to advancement from grade to grade, students must first demonstrate mastery of certain
standards-aligned learning targets (Bramante & Colby, 2012; Brodersen & Randel, 2017; Evans
et al., 2019; Marcus, 2017; Nodine, 2016; Ryan & Cox, 2017). This is sometimes referred to as
mastery learning (Guskey, 2010; Yudkowsky et al., 2015). The term mastery learning was first
coined in the early 1970s by Benjamin Bloom to describe a system of feedback and specific
remediation techniques (Guskey, 2020). Guskey cites multiple studies showing that mastery
learning leads to students reaching higher levels of learning as well as greater confidence in their
ability to learn when these lessons are implemented well. In a masterly learning environment,
students are given the time they need to demonstrate mastery, whether that time is shorter or
longer than the standard course of study in a traditional system (Brodersen et al., 2017; Emery et
al., 2017; Evans et al., 2019; Nodine, 2016; Ryan & Cox, 2017). A student with advanced skill or
ability may move quickly through new learning, and move on to the next skill or ability, while
those not able to move quite as fast are allowed to progress according to their ability (Emery et
al., 2017; Marcus, 2017). Ryan and Cox (2017) asserted that the ultimate result of the
individualized advancement pace is that a greater percentage of students will achieve the desired
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learning goals when granted the ability to move along at their own individual pace and if the
learning experience is created in a way that matches their needs and interests.
Nagle and Taylor (2017) asserted that there are three important concepts that comprise
these flexible pathways: (1) Student-centered learning, (2) Learning opportunities that are based
both inside and outside the school, and (3) Unique pathways for each student. Sullivan and
Downey (2015) described CBE teachers as facilitators, who make themselves available to
students individually or in groups. No two school days are alike in a CBE model. Students focus
on achieving their own fluid, personalized learning plans, rather than a pre-set learning pathway.
This may create different time frames for the demonstration of one competency when compared
to another (Sullivan & Downey, 2015). Teaching in a CBE system requires a thorough
knowledge of the content and the flexibility to adapt teaching to the individual learner's needs
(Curry & Docherty 2017). Course and lesson outcomes must be well-written and organized.
Activities and assessments must link to the competencies being sought by the learner. Finally,
Curry and Docherty (2017) observed that this resulted in students and teachers working together
much more in a CBE system. This partnership helps to inform instruction and activities in the
classroom, lab, and experiential learning setting. Learning opportunities are personalized to the
specific learner, not the specific class or teacher, or the lowest common denominator in a class
(Brodersen & Randel, 2017; Curry & Docherty, 2017; Sullivan & Downey, 2015).
Students at CBE schools who were judged at or above grade level at the beginning of a
school year tended to finish what was previously viewed as a year’s work and learning during a
single school year. However, students starting the year behind their peers were able to achieve an
accelerated amount of learning in a single school year (Brodersen & Randel, 2017). Gervais
(2016) added that in a competency-based system, customized supports for students and

31
accelerated opportunities were vital both inside and outside of school to make sure that students
maintained the appropriate pace to graduation while becoming college and career ready.
Assessment
Scheopner Torres et al. (2018) explained that assessment in a CBE system differs in a
significant way from that in a traditional system. Rather than a one-time, one-shot exam at the
end of a unit of study, performance assessments are used to measure student progress and allow
them to move on when they are ready. Stack and Vander Els (2018) stated that re-assessments
are an integral part of the learning process. Retakes should follow a three-step process:
1. Student and teacher agree on a plan for re-assessment which is subsequently signed
off by the student’s parent or guardian.
2. Re-assessment is not the same task, and the student is only asked to make up the parts
of that assessment necessary for determining competency in areas that did not reach
that level during the previous attempt.
3. The student includes the prior work to allow the teacher to determine growth. (Stack
& Vander Els, 2018, p. 84)
Stack and Vander Els (2018) made the case that, “when students have multiple opportunities to
demonstrate their learning of a particular target, more recent summative assessment grades
should be weighted more heavily as these are the best indicators of how well a student has
learned the knowledge or skill” (p. 80). An additional benefit is to provide an incentive for the
students to remain focused on demonstrating their learning rather than simply searching for a
higher score and communicating a more accurate assessment of students’ abilities at the end of
their learning process (Stack & Vander Els, 2018). This view, and the whole process of retakes,
may be considered one of the most controversial as schools move to CBE. Implemented with
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fidelity, the changes described above create a system where assessment of learning is highly
personalized.
In my experience with CBE, well-crafted rubrics are included as part of any
documentation that students receive when summative assessments are assigned. The final grade
for an assignment is based on the lowest level achieved on the various parts of the assessment.
Students achieving level 4 (in our school, “exemplary”) on three of the four standards / areas on
the rubric, and a 3 (“proficient”) on the final standard have a grade of 3 recorded in the online
gradebook. However, all is far from lost for that student. Students are encouraged to submit
again for re-assessment. These re-assessments focus only on those areas needed to improve one
area of the rubric. Given the example above, the student would simply re-take, or re-assess the
portion of the rubric on which he/she received a 3 until demonstrating the next higher level.
Teachers then update the student’s grade to a 4 (Stack and Vander Els, 2018).
This, however, creates a bit of a non-traditional output. Students in many CBE systems
receive course grades that range from a 0 to a 4 (Scheopner Torres et al., 2018; Stack and Vander
Els (2018). Student X, for example, might demonstrate competency levels on summative
assessments of 4 – 3 – 4 – 3. These would be averaged together, with the student’s final course
grade in this simplified example being listed as a 3.5 ((4+3+4+3) ÷ 16 = 3.5). A student’s
transcript would therefore not reflect various grades such as A-, B+, C, or even an F; the grades
would appear as 3.8, 2.9, 2.2, and 1.5 (See Figure 1). In other systems, the report card may
simply be a list of standards or competencies and the level of attainment the student has achieved
in each (Reigeluth & Karnopp, 2019).
Current Practice State by State
Districts implementing a CBE system, according to Scheopner Torres et al. (2018) must
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change both policy and practice at the same time. Examples of this change included the formal
district policies regarding graduation requirements, the requirements for earning course credit,
student schedule changes to allow for personalized instruction and/or enrichment or remediation,
and even athletic eligibility. Curry and Docherty (2017) found that a significant separation
remained between the embracing of the concepts of CBE and the achievement of a fully
developed program in a school.
There is not a single package or list of common components that apply well to all CBE
schools (Sturgis & Casey, 2018). School A might embrace a list of competencies for students to
attain prior to graduation, but local pressure might require them to hold onto traditional A-F
grades as a temporary—or permanent—compromise. School B might be able to develop a strong
PLC culture, common assessments and rubrics based on student performance, and grade them on
a simpler scale such as 0-4 grading, but not be able to implement personalized pacing or the kind
of supports necessary to allow all students to find success. Even schools that appear to be all-in
on CBE may have had to compromise on the common wisdom. The concept of CBE is still
young, and growing rapidly across the nation (Truong, 2019). There is a high likelihood that this
progression will continue for some time.
State efforts to allow, actively support, or even mandate CBE models in schools vary
widely across the nation (Sturgis & Casey, 2018; Sullivan & Downey, 2015; Truong, 2019).
These range from a complete transformation of learning strategies to schools allowing credit
recovery via attainment of competencies (Scheopner Torres et al., 2018). However, Brodersen et
al. (2017) pointed out that all states in the USA have policies allowing schools and students to
develop individualized pathways to graduation. Many states are moving from policies that base
credit and advancement on seat time or the Carnegie Unit to policies that focus on student

34

mastery. These reflect the recommendations of several national educational advocacy groups
such as the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, the United States Department of Education, and
other stakeholders (Truong, 2019). Ryan and Cox (2017) claimed that students engage at a
higher level with their learning when they have the flexibility to tailor their own learning to their
abilities and interests. Therefore, it is necessary for states wanting to support CBE models to
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have policies which allow for three critical components:
1. Students advance on mastery.
2. Instruction is personalized.
3. Individual options are available to students, including learning inside and outside
the classroom and at one's own pace (Brodersen et al., (2017).
Nationwide, Scheopner Torres et al. (2018) identified 44 state policies allowing credit to
be earned based on demonstrations of mastery. Scheopner Torres et al. (2018) also noted that
there has been a lack of conceptual clarity in regard to CBE, stating as others have the lack of a
single, universally accepted definition of CBE. Significant variability was identified by
Brodersen et al. (2017) in 12 state policies studied regarding the flexibility provided to students
regarding how they can earn academic credits toward the achievement of their diploma. Many
state policies were based on a combination of competencies and Carnegie Units, and that those
states identified as at the advanced level (Iowa, Kentucky, Maine, New Hampshire, and Oregon)
allowed students more flexibility in how they progressed to their diplomas (Brodersen et al.,
2017).
The 12 states studied by Brodersen et al. (2017) also provided a variety of options for
students to earn credit outside the traditional classroom setting. These included online and
blended class models, early college or dual enrollment classes in which students may earn
college and high school credits simultaneously, and experiential learning both in and outside of
school such as internships or outside trade coursework (Broderson et al., 2017). Having initially
focused learning on skill development and the demonstration of mastery, teachers in a Vermont
middle school moved from being providers of knowledge to demanders of understanding (Nagle
& Taylor, 2017). New Hampshire schools are also required to offer extended learning
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opportunities (ELOs) (Colby, 2017; NH Minimum Standards, n.d.), most of which come in the
form of internships. Regardless of the model or name employed in each state, these personalized
plans allow students to learn outside of the traditional school curriculum.
The Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015 allowed states the flexibility to create and
implement innovative assessment systems. Seven states took advantage of that option, and most
of these assessments are performance-based tools (Evans, 2019). Flexible pacing and assessment
are two of the most difficult elements to change, because they are linked to how performance has
been judged in a traditional school setting (Evans et al., 2019). Scheopner Torres et al. (2018)
found that although significant changes had been made to assessments of learning as well as the
organization of learning and the competency targets, there was less change to the instruction seen
in the classrooms of the defined districts studied. Johnstone and Soares (2014) noted that the
reorientation of education toward mastery and demonstrated application of skills effectively
created a bridge between those in the academic world and employers, which resulted in a better
understanding of the basic knowledge and skills students would need to be successful in work
and life. These state initiatives may allow schools at the local level to experiment with the type
of assessments they will use to determine mastery and avoid the one-size-fits-all approach of
many of the national assessment tools.
Challenges to Implementation of Competency-Based Education
Competency-based education systems are not something that can be packaged, bought,
and put into place according to some pre-determined plan. Schools in a traditional model will
have to undergo a radical shift in both thinking and practice to make the shift effectively and
completely. Since change comes hard and slow in most schools, this process can be extremely
difficult. School leaders looking to move to a CBE model might benefit from the learning of
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those who have gone ahead of them.
Scheopner Torres et al. (2018) described the definition of CBE as a continuum along
which districts implemented the changes necessary based on their communities' needs. They
contended that this implementation takes significant time and considerable effort. Many districts
choose to implement the changes over a period of years. The ways in which CBE has been, and
is being, implemented across the country vary widely (Ryan & Cox, 2017). Conversely, the
challenges faced by those exploring or undertaking such a change are much the same regardless
of location. Curry and Docherty (2017) state that the implementation of a CBE system will
involve all members of an educational institution. Developing relationships among the various
stakeholders is a key component to successfully navigating this change.
Districts implementing a CBE system, according to Scheopner Torres et al. (2018) must
change both policy and practice at the same time. Examples of this change include formal district
policies regarding graduation requirements, requirements for earning course credit, student
schedule changes to allow for personalized instruction and/or enrichment or remediation, and
even athletic eligibility. Curry and Docherty (2017) indicated that there remained a significant
separation between embracing the concepts of CBE and the achieving a fully developed program
in a school. They argued that the more the local district leadership bought into the CBE system,
the more likely it was to be successful in implementing the model.
One significant implementation challenge is the creation of the hundreds of competencies
and standards needed. These are normally based on state and/or national standards, and must be
constructed, written, and distributed for teachers to start using them for assessments. Colby
(2017) explained that competencies, and the standards that form the scaffold underneath the
broadly-worded competencies, must be based on a nationally agreed-upon set of learning goals
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such as the Common Core State Standards or the Next Generation Science Standards. Colby
recognized that this is no small challenge, and reminded practitioners to design competencies
that are crafted carefully and aligned across the curriculum.
Challenges that may occur once a system is in place include the ability to constantly
develop, monitor, and re-design individual learning plans for (and with) students. Pathways for
students to access information at a time convenient for them are also necessary. These allow for
adaptation of the learning environment to meet each learner's needs. Finally, experiential
learning opportunities are vital, although assessing the quality of the experience (and the learning
that has taken place) can be a significant challenge itself (Curry & Docherty, 2017). Students,
parents, and community members found adapting to new grades (e.g. 0-4, not A-F) most
challenging (Scheopner Torres et al., 2018). Scheopner Torres et al. (2018) studied three New
Hampshire school districts moving to CBE models. All three chose to maintain some of the
traditional elements of their systems, in particular some sort of average-based overall assessment
of student learning that appeared as an easier-to-understand numerical representation. Exploring
the level of implementation of the core principles of CBE, Evans et al. (2019) found an
interesting phenomenon. Their study found that CBE practices are reported more often if they
are similar in some way to the practices of traditional education. The authors noted that
principals tended to over-state their actual progress in adopting CBE principles, particularly
those that more closely matched traditional methods. Their concern, according to the study, was
the teachers’ ability to handle such extensive change (Evans et al., 2019).
CBE has the potential to reduce costs and shorten the time students spend attaining and
demonstrating specific learning targets (Curry & Docherty, 2017). Standardization of outcomes
can result in what the authors refer to as "cheaper throughput" for students. However, this does
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not mesh well with the traditional way of doing things (Curry & Docherty, 2017). Sullivan and
Downey (2015) found challenges regarding implementation revolved around four themes:
communication, time constraints, alignment with state standards, and those expected by higher
education institutions.
Related Competency-Based Education Studies
Although there is significant literature defining CBE, Curry and Docherty (2017) found
scant evidence of CBE’s effectiveness in improving student learning. Empirical data on student
learning and effective implementation practices remains extremely limited (Scheopner Torres et
al. 2018). Everett (2019) contended that CBE systems should be viewed as equally effective as
their traditional counterparts that base their systems more on seat time than demonstration of
knowledge.
The various definitions of CBE have hampered efforts to measure its effectiveness.
Measuring student progress via a standards-based system is intrinsically difficult (Smithson,
2017). Smithson (2017) based this assertion on the complications inherent in determining the
knowledge to be assessed, how to factor in prior knowledge some students have that others do
not, and the sheer size of the study necessary to come to a definitive conclusion. Effectiveness
data is another area where further research may be of value to those looking to implement
improvements to their methods.
There is a lack of research-based information on what elements must be implemented to
describe a system as one truly based on CBE. This adds to the challenges faced by those
investigating or in the early stages of implementation. Although not specifying any data-based
study, Scheopner Torres et al. (2018) noted that research into effective learning science
identified many of the same strategies apparent in most CBE systems as high-impact strategies.
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These include personalized pacing, formative assessment tools, the use of intrinsic motivation of
students, and the use of high-quality, performance-based assessments (Scheopner Torres et al.,
2018). Research on how students perceive their experiences in CBE systems was also lacking
(Ryan & Cox, 2017).
Sullivan and Downey (2015) studied the implementation of CBE at an alternative high
school in the Northwest. While challenges were identified, they found improvements as
identified by staff and students in a few areas. Teacher engagement with student learning was
higher. A positive culture shift was not (yet) quantifiable, but the anecdotal evidence was judged
strong enough for inclusion in their report. Finally, the researchers saw evidence of an increase
in the rigor of the work being done by students (Sullivan & Downey, 2015).
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Related Admissions Studies
When speaking broadly about the college admissions process, Bastedo et al. (2018)
referred to “an admissions black box that is arbitrary and impenetrable to the people it serves” (p.
802). Over the last ten years, the number of applications submitted to colleges has increased
dramatically. Over a ten-year period spanning 2011-2020, the number of applications submitted
to non-profit colleges and universities of all types in the United States increased from 7.95
million to 11.44 million (National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 2011-2020). 2011
saw the enrollment of 1.47 million first-time college students, a number that grew to 1.59 million
in 2020. This represented an 8.2% increase in enrollments, while applications rose 43.9% over
the same time period. Table 1 demonstrates that one likely explanation for this is that students
are applying to more schools than in earlier years (NCES, 2019). Bastedo et al. (2018)
acknowledged that although there was strong evidence that indicated the various factors that
influenced acceptance into so-called elite institutions, the process by which applications were
evaluated and decisions made remained shrouded in mystery. The hidden nature of the process,
particularly at elite institutions was seen as something likely worthy of further study (Bastedo et
al., 2018). Clinedinst (2019) compiled a report for the National Association of College
Admissions Counselors in its annual State of College Admissions. This report, among other
things, rank-ordered the various factors involved in admissions decisions, and tracked the value
of these factors over a 15-year period (Clinedinst, 2019). The top four factors, all of which were
ranked as having considerable importance by over 50% of the institutions surveyed were: Grades
in all courses, grades in college prep courses, strength of curriculum, and admission test scores
such as the SAT and ACT (Clinedinst, 2019, p. 15). The full list of factors can be seen in Table
2. Some anomalies were noted in the underlying data:
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•

Private colleges placed a higher importance on the essay/writing sample, interview,
recommendations, demonstrated interest, activities, and work.

•

Public and larger institutions placed a higher value on standardized admissions scores
than did their private and smaller counterparts.

•

Smaller institutions placed more weight on the interview, recommendations, and interest.

•

More selective colleges emphasized grades in college prep courses and strength of the
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student’s curriculum, as well as the essay, recommendations, extracurricular activities,
and work. (p. 16-17)
Data compiled from the Digest of Education Statistics (NCES, 2019) indicated much the
same and supported Clinedinst’s findings. Information from four select years starting in 2001
and running through 2019 indicated that colleges’ two most common application criteria were
grades and school record. This same data indicated that during that same time frame, the use of
class rank and test scores dropped dramatically, (NCES, 2019). Considering the importance of
grades and, by extension, grade point averages (GPAs) in admissions, studies have also focused
on how those affected an applicant’s probability of admissions. Sawyer (2013) found that the
value placed on GPA was more significant for those students with high GPAs compared to lower
averages. Correspondingly, Sawyer (2013) found a similar truth about ACT scores–the higher
the score, the more reliable it was in predicting success in college, and the more weight it
received. Volwerk and Tindal (2012) pointed out that GPA calculations disproportionately lower
GPAs for students not earning all A's. These researchers emphasized that an A might represent a
95% earned grade and 4.0 grade points, while a C–only 20% lower perhaps–would earn 50%
fewer grade points (p. 18). The use of a combination of GPA and test standardized test scores
was found to be more predictive of student success in college than either of those factors alone
(Sawyer, 2013). The exploration of the factors that potentially create barriers to college access
for students attending proficiency- and competency-based schools is identified as an area in need
of further research (Stump et al., 2017).
Several authors on the subject have contended that there is little to no impact on the
college admissions process of an applicant from a CBE-model school (O’Connor, 2018;
Reigeluth and Karnopp, 2019). O’Connor (2018) contended that colleges make little use of
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grades and GPA’s, a contention refuted by Clinedinst (2019), who found it the most important
data point used by admissions officers, and original research done for this study. A search of
2019s data was made on the United States Dept. of Education’s Integrated Postsecondary
Education Data System (IPEDS) system (National Center for Education Statistics, 2019).
Criteria selected were the six New England states, an enrollment of over 1,000 students, and the
enrollment of first time, full-time students. 161 institutions were identified. The online data
generation system was used to download enrollment and admissions data for each school.
Schools not reporting admissions data, 41 in total, were trimmed from the list; of those, 38
include “community college” in their title. The remaining schools were ranked based on their
admissions rate, lowest (more competitive) to highest (less competitive). Based on the definition
of competitive being used in this report, the list was trimmed again to those with an admissions
rate of less than 50%. This resulted in 34 schools making the cut. A review of the data among the
remaining schools revealed that one school listed only 85 applicants but an enrollment of over
1,000; this school and another with multiple world-wide campuses seemingly all being counted
as in New England were not included in the data analysis that followed, resulting in a final list of
32.
The online versions of each school’s college catalog were accessed when available, and
admissions policy information such as the use of standardized tests and interviews was drawn
from those. More than half of the catalogs did not include admissions information, or it was
incomplete. The websites of the admissions departments were used to fill in the missing
information. Most colleges in this group publish data through what is referred to as a Common
Data Set (CDS). The CDS is a collaboration of the colleges involved and three groups that
publish admissions’ data of various schools. The website of the group describes their goal as, “to
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improve the quality and accuracy of information provided to all involved in a student’s transition
into higher education, as well as to reduce the reporting burden on data providers” (CDS, n.d.,
para. 1). The data, as accessed on the Internet through each’ schools’ website, included
information about the relative importance the schools place on 19 academic and non-academic
factors. These include a student’s GPA, their application essay, the interview, and even whether
a student will be a first-generation college student (CDS, 2020).
The ranking of academic and non-academic factors was made publicly available by 25
schools, although Harvard chose to list all but one factor as “Considered”. Other categories were
“Very Important”, “Important”, and “Not Considered”. The following analysis excludes
Harvard’s rankings as non-representative. All but one of the 24 remaining schools ranked rigor
of secondary school record as very important; all but two ranked academic GPA as very
important. As summarized in Table 3, the only factors receiving more than 50% rankings as very
important were recommendation and character / personal qualities.
Several other observations were made by accessing school catalogs, and when admissions
information was not available there, the admissions websites of the colleges themselves. The
word holistic appeared as describing the admissions process at fully 90% of the 31 schools,
indicating to some extent their public-facing intention to look beyond simple quantitative
measures. The trend away from requiring a standardized test as part of the admissions process
was evident as well. Test optional schools numbered 19 of the 31, with only one requiring an
SAT or ACT score (The United States Coast Guard Academy), and one proudly not using
standardized tests at all (Worcester Polytechnic Institute). The current pandemic condition and
other factors such as a reconsideration of the use of standardized test scores led nine schools to
list tests as optional but on a trial or temporary basis. See Table 3 for specific data relative to this
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analysis. The evidence from New England is clear: Grades, and the rigor of a student’s academic
record are highly important when that student applies to a competitive college.
A recent review of the entire catalogue of articles in the peer-reviewed Journal of
Competency-Based Education, a higher-education focused publication, failed to find a single
article centrally related to admissions and competency-based education (Western Governors
University, n.d.). A systematic review of the literature on CBE implementations and outcomes
research completed for the same journal by Evans, et al. (2020) cited only one research
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document related to admissions and proficiency-based education. The research document cited is
the specific article that forms the theoretical framework in this study and focused on the
perceptions of college admissions personnel relative to applicants from CBE schools, with
accompanying recommendations about how schools should best prepare documentation to allow
colleges to best evaluate applicants (Stump et al., 2017).
A search via Scopus and Google Scholar of the two main articles that explore college
admissions and CBE, those by Stump et al. (2017), and Blauth and Hadjian (2016), revealed that
they are only cited by two articles each. The Blauth and Hadjian article was cited by Stump et al.
and an article regarding grading in Asian schools. The Stump article was cited twice. First, by
Evans et al., 2020, the comprehensive review mentioned above. Second, another report anchored
by Evans (2019). In this report, concerns about how CBE grading and transcripts affect
applicants’ prospects was mentioned, as related to another report, Reif, et al. (2015). A review
was made of the original research by Reif et al., which focused on student-centered learning in
over 350 public schools in New England. CBE is identified in this study as one of the
characteristics of student-centered practices. The report presents a few conclusions related to
college admissions and CBE, including community concerns about how colleges will view
competency-based transcripts, and their finding that some schools did not report CBE-style
grades to colleges due to fears of disadvantaging their students, although others do not share that
concern (Reif et al., 2015). The literature search did not identify any research that looked
specifically at the perceptions of school counselors, experienced or not, relative to college
admissions and the impact of CBE grading or school records.
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Conclusion
The competency-based education movement is alive and growing at a rapid pace,
particularly in the northeastern United States. As a relatively new concept, there is relatively
little peer-reviewed literature on the subject, while there is much from proponents of the model.
The largest and most obvious missing piece in the literature, are studies that show a positive or
negative impact on student learning. More research is surely needed to provide solid guidance
for those seeking a way to reform their schools and reach the ultimate goal: improved student
learning. The problem to be addressed by this study is that it is unclear how experienced school
counselors from competency-based education model schools describe their interactions with
admissions counselors from competitive colleges when discussing students’ applications and
potential acceptance into the college. Literature on the college admissions process is also limited.
Referred to as a black box by at least one researcher (Bastedo et al., 2018), there is data available
relative to the factors at play when admissions officers decide who gains admission or not. A
study of perceptions of experienced school counselors from CBE-model schools relative to their
interactions with college admissions staff may yield valuable data for districts across the country
as they investigate, design, and seek to implement competency-based systems. By studying the
perceptions and lived experiences of experienced school counselors from CBE schools during
their interactions with colleges, some light may be shed on the best ways to accomplish this very
important objective. Chapter 3 presents a description of the methods used in the study, and
Chapter 4 describes the data collected from participants in the study as well as the themes that
emerged through the analysis of the participants statements.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
This chapter presents a review of the purpose of the study and the questions to be
addressed. The research design chosen, interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA), will be
discussed at length, including the ways in which data is collected and analyzed in an IPA study,
as well as what it may reveal about participants’ perceptions and lived experiences. In addition,
this chapter will include a discussion of the site and population that made up the study sample,
the method of choosing participants, and the rationale for those choices. A description of the data
collection and analysis procedures follows, including the ways in which participants’ personal
information was safeguarded. Finally, the limitations of the study’s design and various ethical
considerations that went into the study design will be reviewed.
Purpose of the Proposed Study
The purpose of this interpretative phenomenological study was to explore how secondary
level school counseling staff from competency-based schools describe their experiences during
the college admissions process while working on behalf of students applying to competitive
institutions. Often, when districts or schools explore a move to CBE, questions are asked about
the possible negative effect on students’ prospects for admission to competitive colleges. These
questions tend to focus on the nontraditional nature of assessment and grading in CBE model
schools, and how colleges view those grades during the admissions process (Blauth & Hadjian,
2016; O’Connor, 2018, Reif et al., 2016). The ways in which a school’s transcript and school
report are presented and formatted may help college admissions staff evaluate students if they are
designed in a way that effectively expresses the academic success of an applicant’s high school
career, an explanation of any alternative grading systems in use at the school, and the level of
rigor of the student’s coursework (Stump et al., 2017).
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Research Questions and Design
It is unclear how experienced school counselors from competency-based education model
schools describe their interactions with admissions counselors from competitive colleges when
discussing students’ applications and potential acceptance into the college. Therefore, the
following questions are addressed in this study:
1. How do experienced school counselors from competency-based secondary schools
perceive their interactions with admissions staff from competitive colleges during
their students’ application process?
a. How do experienced secondary level school counselors describe their
interactions with college admissions staff at competitive institutions
during the admissions process?
b. How do experienced secondary level school counselors describe the ways
in which their departments modify their transcripts and school profiles in
order to accurately inform college admissions counselors regarding CBE?
c. How do experienced secondary level school counselors describe the
changes they have seen over time in the ways college admissions officers
from competitive schools evaluate applicants from CBE-model schools?
The strength of qualitative research is how it may increase the understanding of the
perspective of participants who have a shared experience (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016). Merriam
and Tisdell (2016) explained that qualitative research looks at the constructed knowledge of
people as they attempt to make meaning of an event, experience, or phenomenon. They posited
that the primary goal of the research is to uncover meaning in those experiences and to interpret
them. One form of qualitative research is phenomenology. Phenomenological research is
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intended to find meaning in the words of those who have shared a particular life experience
(Adams & van Manen, 2008). Phenomenological studies are undertaken based on the subjective,
first-person viewpoint of the individuals and groups studied (Smith, 2018). The overall goal of
phenomenology is to determine how those perceptions of meaning were shaped by various
factors, including understanding and assumptions that came before the event, as well as
language, consciousness, or sensation (Adams & van Manen, 2008; Smith, 2018).
Focusing on how to identify the essence of a person’s experience, Merriam and Tisdell
(2016) indicated that the primary way to collect phenomenological data is through an interview.
They also warned researchers to be aware of his/her/their own biases and prior experiences, a
process referred to as bracketing (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). A study of the perceptions of
experienced secondary level school counselors was undertaken to provide valuable insight. First,
it was possible it would reveal the perceptions of experienced school counselors relative to their
interactions with college admissions staff, specifically the ways in which they have modified
their transcripts and school reports. Experienced school counselors were also asked about
changes they have observed over time, how they interact with college admissions personnel, the
knowledge level of the college staff, and the favorability of college admissions officers to
students from CBE model schools.
Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) is a strategy of inquiry that captures how
people make sense of their personal experiences (Eatough & Smith, 2017, Smith et al., 2009).
IPA studies explore groups of people who have experienced the same phenomena, and the effect
that this lived experience has had on the members of that group both individually and as a whole
(Eatough & Smith, 2017; Smith & Osborne, 2015). Based largely on the work of Edmund
Husserl (1859-1938) and later Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), IPA relies on the fact that every
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human experience must be viewed in the context of the time and place in which a person
experienced that moment (Larkin et al., 2006; Reiners, 2012). Husserl, who later mentored
Heidegger, was the founder of the phenomenology movement. Husserl believed that
phenomenology’s basis was the lived experience of each individual; his view was descriptive in
nature. He recommended that researchers bracket, or set aside, their preconceptions and focus
entirely on the conscious experiences of the individuals being studied (Reiners, 2012). Heidegger
(2001) used the term “experienced experiencing”, which he further described as the, “originary
(sic) phenomenological back-and-forth formation of recepts and precepts”, to describe
phenomenology (p. 99). His viewpoint has been described as interpretive, and Husserl’s
descriptive in nature. Modern IPA studies collect data on the lived experience of each member of
a group of individuals, examine that data on a line-by-line basis, identify patterns and themes
found in the data, and use that data to draw conclusions (Smith et al., 2009). As the participants
try to make sense of the world, the researcher tries to make sense of the participants while they
go through that process (Smith & Osborne, 2015). Researchers in this form of research are
reminded to be careful to consider the whole as the sum of its parts, remembering that the two
are inextricably linked, but also to take a nuanced approach to deeply examining the data
(Eatough & Smith, 2017, Smith, 2009).
Site Information and Population
Competency-Based Education as a movement in education has grown in pockets across
the United States (Truong, 2019). One of the first states to require the use of competencies as a
way to judge school progression toward graduation was New Hampshire (Administration of
Minimum Standards, n.d.; Bramante & Colby, 2012; New Hampshire Department of Education
(NHDOE), 2014; Schulte, 2016). As the number of districts and schools adopting CBE models
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has grown across the state, the logical progression has been for more students educated at these
schools to apply to those colleges close to home in New England. This also created a need to
study the ways in which schools have been asked to alter the ways in which they interact with
various outside stakeholders. The goal of this study was to look at school counselors’ lived
experiences during the college admissions process. While the general sample population was
experienced school counselors, for this study the target population was experienced school
counselors from New Hampshire, the state with the most advanced CBE implementation in New
England. When seeking out a sample from a target population, one important goal is to find a
group of participants that grants access to a specific perspective related to the subject being
studied (Smith et al., 2009). As a result, this research focused on school counselors who have
worked with applicants from CBE schools for three or more years, referred to throughout as
experienced school counselors.
IPA studies are often based on intensive and detailed personal narratives. Most often,
these are obtained using semi-structured interviews (Smith, 2011). For doctoral level IPA
research, somewhere between four and ten interviews, not necessarily participants, but
interviews, is recommended (Smith et al., 2009). Larger sample sizes also tend to make analysis
more difficult, so a smaller sample size may be preferable to a larger one (Smith et al., 2009).
The goal for this study was to create a cohort of roughly four to six interviewees. To balance the
need to find the required number of participants willing to participate with the desire for
participants to have an adequate level of experience, counselors were chosen from public schools
utilizing CBE style assessments and were required to have a minimum of three years of
experience in a CBE system. The identification of schools utilizing CBE style grades was done
through my professional network, specifically with the assistance of the New Hampshire
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Learning Initiative (NHLI), a non-profit focused on innovation in education, and specifically
competency-based education systems within New Hampshire schools (NHLI, 2021), as well as
emails sent to superintendents and principals of districts utilizing competency-based grading and
assessment systems, asking permission to approach (via email) their school counselors. An
Internet search of school documentation identified 13 public high schools in New Hampshire
utilizing some version of competency-based grading, thus aligning more directly to the focus of
the study itself. See Appendix A and B for samples of letters sent via email for that process.
Eventually, one experienced counselor from each of five secondary schools were used for the
study to increase sample diversity. Having achieved saturation, it was unnecessary to interview
more than one from a single school or look for more participants.
After the first five interviews, a state of data saturation was reached. In general, data
saturation occurs when no new themes, data, or coding is reached, as is a view that the study may
be replicated effectively by subsequent researchers (Fusch & Ness, 2015). There is no agreed
upon specific number when this is reached, as all studies are different. “If one has reached the
point of no new data, one has also most likely reached the point of no new themes; therefore, one
has reached data saturation” (Fusch & Ness, 2015, p. 1409). Following the first five interviews, it
was clear that the perceptions of the participants were very much in agreement, so no further
interviews were necessary.
Sampling Method
The school counselors interviewed for this study were individually identified through a
purposeful process. A purposeful sample, sometimes referred to as a purposive sample, uses
intentionally selected individuals. The individuals were chosen in a way that resulted in a
representative sample of those who have experienced a particular phenomenon (Creswell &
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Guetterman, 2019). Experienced secondary level school counselors from schools employing
CBE who have worked with students during the college application process were sought for this
study. An equally important objective was developing a cohort that was not only a representative
sample, but one that was information dense as well (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016). Bloomberg and
Volpe (2016) recommended selection of participants rich with information as a way of yielding
the maximum insight and understanding of the topic being investigated.
Instrumentation & Data Collection
Data was collected through a semi-structured, scheduled interview process (Smith, et al,
2009). Based on the requirements of review process designed to protect the counselors, I first
reached out to twelve school superintendents across New Hampshire from districts utilizing CBE
at the secondary level (I excluded my current district). An email was sent to each (see Appendix
A), asking for permission to conduct research with their school counseling staff. I followed up
with all, and also emailed the twelve principals in those districts directly, and through my
principal who is well-known throughout the state in the CBE community. After permission was
granted, I reached out to school counseling staff via email at their high school(s) (see Appendix
B).
The interviews were semi-structured, and began with questions seeking demographic
information about each subject’s experience, job titles, etc. (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The next
questions were a group of intentionally open-ended prompts focused on broad topics and
subjects, with the goal of gleaning the insights and information that led to the ability to answer
the research questions (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Smith et al.,
2009). One suggested method is to introduce a topic with an open-ended question then use
follow up questions to glean additional detail and comprehensive answers. By using the
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interviewees’ words as part of the follow up questions, the process may unpack more valuable
detail than was produced by the initial question (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). It is
important, however, that the interviewer remain neutral throughout the process (Rapley, 2001).
While this was kept in mind as the interviews progressed, all five provided answers that met the
needs of the research, so follow-up questions were somewhat limited.
Interviews were both audio and video recorded with permission of the interviewee, then
transcribed using the online digital tool Otter Voice Meeting Notes. The coding of qualitative
interview data is an arduous process to generate reliable rubrics for the analysis of the data
(Davey et al., 2020). The transcripts were reviewed by the participants to ensure accuracy, then
an initial coding process occurred by hand, with several themes identified in the data. Following
this first pass and the initial coding, a list of categories was developed, problems identified, and
trivial data points culled. More significantly, the categories of data that form the basis for
analysis and conclusions emerged during this process (Davey et al., 2020). A second, more
thorough review occurred after this initial coding and was based on observations from the first
coding. Interviews and data were stored and were analyzed on my password-protected personal
computer, with backup copies stored on a secure cloud-based storage site as a backup. All data
will be deleted / destroyed 24 months after the conclusion of the study.
Data Analysis
Following the transcription and member-checking process, the data was analyzed
following these general steps:
1. Transcripts were read and re-read, with a conscious avoidance of any analysis, but
rather a focus on developing a deeper knowledge of the data itself
2. Significant statements in the data were noted, as well as any unique descriptive and
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linguistic comments that appeared in the data
3. An initial coding was completed by hand, in order to identify “meaning units”–larger
chunks of information–that are apparent in the data, as well as emergent themes and
common descriptions that appear in the transcripts
4. This process was repeated for subsequent interview data
5. Ways were sought to represent the data through specific narrative descriptions
available in the data, or through the use of visual means that assisted the ultimate
reader of the study to better understand the lived experiences of the participants
6. The data, including the representations found through coding, narrative descriptions,
and visual tools was searched for recurring themes and interconnections which were
valuable in analysis and the drawing of conclusions
7. The data was then more specifically interpreted and those conclusions put in writing,
with a focus on two questions: What did the participants experience, and how did they
experience it? (Alase, 2017, p. 16-17; Creswell & Guetterman, 2019, p. 237; Smith et
al., 2009, p. 82-107).
Researchers must remember to perform a “stripping away” of their preconceptions and
biases prior to analyzing their data (Eatough & Smith 2017, p. 194). After recurring themes were
identified, analysis began by initially formulating findings (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016). One
important step was to refine the data to identify repeating patterns, which helped identify both
the how and the what in the data (Giorgi, 2006). The use of tables and visual representations of
the data was useful as a way to organize and eventually analyze the data (Creswell &
Guetterman, 2019). Another valuable tool was a search for similarities and differences in the data
using notations (Maxwell, 2013). Subsequently, I searched for specific quotations that supported
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those themes and patterns from the interview transcripts, which led to the summary of findings in
Chapter 4. Chapter 5 was designed to present my interpretations of these findings through
analysis, synthesis, links to experience, and a further review of the literature (Bloomberg &
Volpe, 2016).
Limitations of the Research Design
As a researcher, I used caution to limit any bias in conducting the interviews and during
the analysis of the data. As an employee of one of my state’s most CBE-focused schools, I am
deeply involved in the work to refine and improve CBE on a daily basis. I have multiple
colleagues and friends who are involved in the promotion of CBE, and I believe in it strongly
myself. Moustakas (1994) discussed mitigating, or even eliminating outright a researcher’s presuppositions in a way that wipes away any doubt as to the objectivity of the researcher. As
Moustakas (1994) explained, epoché, the term used to describe this process, compels a
researcher to suspend judgment until the final stages of analysis and intentionally view data in
new and fresh ways as a path to perceiving them more completely. Others refer to the retention
of an unbiased and fresh view of data as bracketing. Bracketing is a term synonymous with
setting aside one’s beliefs and feelings, a conscious mental walling off of those thoughts
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Moustakas (1994) encouraged researchers to take a stance of naiveté
regarding their initial perceptions if possible. Although researchers rarely achieve pure epoché,
constant awareness of the impact of bias may allow for a fresh and pure perspective on the data
to emerge (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016).
Another possibly significant limitation came from using New Hampshire as the site of the
research. Demographically, New Hampshire has 27% more white residents than the country as a
whole, is 14% less Hispanic, and 11% less Black / African American (U.S. Census Bureau,
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2021). As such, the sample studied, and the students with whom participants interact may not
lend itself to transferability to the nation as a whole. One way to mitigate this effect would have
been to intentionally seek participants of under-represented demographic groups while purposely
selecting those to interview. The limited pool of possible participants made that impractical.
Although important stakeholders in the process, the study did not seek the experiences of school
administrators, teachers, students who have gone through the application process, parents, or
admissions staff from higher education. Retaining a focus on school counselors helped narrow
the study’s conclusions to make them useful and manageable for school counseling staff.
Credibility
I am currently an Assistant Principal and Athletic Director at one of the leading CBEmodel schools in the nation. This school has been used as a model school in the writings of
various authors and proponents of CBE. The school’s principal, for whom I work, has spoken on
and taught CBE-related topics nationwide; his book on the implementation of CBE in our school
system is used as a quasi-guidebook by others exploring CBE across the nation and the world.
As a result, possible bias had to be accounted for in the research, analysis, and conclusion
determination, and the results may be viewed with an understandable suspicion by some.
A thorough review of transcripts on multiple occasions helped with credibility and also
led into the process of triangulation of the data. Seeking interview participants from a variety of
schools accomplishes data triangulation, which involves the intentional use of a variety of
sources of information (Carter et al., 2014; Guion, 2002). While staying within the scope of the
intended purposeful subject group, a variety of viewpoints was sought, such as male and female
perspectives and those from a variety of institution sizes across New Hampshire, or if necessary,
several New England states. Through triangulation, an in-depth understanding of the
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phenomenon under study may more readily be achieved (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016). In the end,
the limited availability of willing interview participants during a once-in-a-lifetime pandemic
required interviews with a less diverse sample than might otherwise have been available or ideal.
Member Checking Procedures
Following the transcription and initial assessment of the interviews, a member-checking
process was employed. Participants were given the opportunity to review the interview
transcripts and the audio recording was also provided. This process of member-checking allowed
the participants to provide feedback, and possibly clarify my misconceptions (Bloomberg &
Volpe, 2016). Researchers must be careful when member checking to account for changes that
may have occurred between the first and subsequent interviews, and also prior to the member
checking process (McGaha & D’Urso, 2019). Should the context of the interviewee, or the
conditions under which he/she/they interacts with the phenomena have changed, their
perceptions, answers, and interpretation may have changed as well (McGaha & D’Urso, 2019).
Transferability
Whether or not the findings of this study will be transferrable to other situations or issues
revolving around college admission or CBE is yet to be determined. Transferability is the ability
of researchers following the lead of the original work to use the same or similar methods, and the
findings that result, in their work (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). One possible example of this
related to this study would be the use of conclusions relative to applications to higher education
as a tool to inform the work of middle-level school counselors when assisting students as they
applied to private secondary schools. It may also be useful to parents of homeschooled students
applying to colleges, or those from charter schools with significantly non-traditional approaches
to assessment and/or grading. The term thick description is often used to describe this process.
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Originally coined by Ryle in the early 1970s, this term was then expanded upon by Geertz
(Hammersly, 2008). To describe the level of specificity required to get to a thick description
level, Geertz used the example of differentiating between a blink, a wink, a simple contracting of
the eyelid, or even a parody of a wink (Hammersly, 2008). Ponterotto (2006) synthesized the
various definitions and characteristics of thick description. Those include accurately describing
social actions in their own context, observing emotions and thoughts within their context,
searching for the motivation behind a person’s actions, a description by the interpreter that
reaches the level of feeling approaching having experienced it personally, and the path from
thick description to thick interpretation, which finally leads to the thick meaning of an
experience (p. 542-543). While not reaching this level of specificity, I was conscious as I chose
quotes to support conclusions and provided as much of that context as is appropriate to allow
others to use or snowball from my research into theirs.
Dependability
Dependability refers to the ability of a following researcher to replicate the findings in the
same or similar circumstances. In the social sciences, dependability, sometimes called reliability
or consistency, is difficult to achieve as human behavior is constantly changing and adapting
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). As a result, Merriam & Tisdell (2016) opined that the goal is not to
be able to exactly replicate the data in subsequent trials, but that the conclusions reached are
consistent with the data collected and simply make sense. This does, of course, require
descriptions that allow readers and other researchers to understand the processes and procedures
used in a study; sometimes referred to as an audit trail (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). There are
multiple steps in that audit trail, including a detailed explanation of the methods used to obtain,
transcribe, code, and analyze the data so that others may replicate the study, as well as a fully
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fleshed-out description of how conclusions were reached. These steps will help the reader to feel
more confident that the study’s overall conclusions are an accurate reflection of the data
collected (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). However, referring to a qualitative study as dependable or
replicable is not common. These terms are problematic because each study is conducted at its
own time and place. As such, it is likely impossible to achieve a significant level of
dependability in a subsequent study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Thomas & Magilvy, 2011).
Confirmability
Confirmability requires the researcher to leave a similar audit trail relative to the ways in
which the data was analyzed and interpreted prior to conclusions being made (Bloomberg &
Volpe, 2016). Researchers must maintain an attitude of reflexivity, which requires a self-critical
attitude on the part of the researcher, who should continually consider how his/her preconceptions may affect their research in all areas. One way to maintain this attitude in qualitative
studies, is through a conscious effort to allow interviews to go where they are led by the
interviewee (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). Researchers can also demonstrate their objectivity using
a reflective journal. A reflective journal asks the researcher to constantly confront his/her/their
possible bias and to continually trace findings and conclusions back to the data, not some
preconceived notion (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016). Researchers are expected to not inject their
own interests and biases into an interview, but rather to ‘follow’, not ‘lead’ the interview as it
progresses (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). Much like several items above, I continually reminded
myself of these concerns, particularly during the interview and initial analysis process. While I
was able to revise my thinking during reflection after the interview was done, I could not re-do a
tainted or flawed interview. During the interviews, I did my best to allow interview participants
to finish thoughts completely before moving on, and intentionally asked them non-specifically
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for additional thoughts at the end—a prompt that led to some fruitful information from several of
the participants.
Ethical Issues in the Proposed Study
Researchers have a moral responsibility to minimize the harm that may come to
participants (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016). The validity and reliability one can apply to a study
depend largely on the ethical considerations undertaken by the researcher (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016). While there are policies, procedures, guidelines, and written codes of ethics to consider,
the researcher him/herself has the ultimate responsibility to adhere to them (Bloomberg & Volpe,
2016; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Ethical safeguards must be put in place to assure no harm
comes to participants, that confidentiality be protected, and that informed consent is utilized
prior to beginning the research with participants (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016). All participants in
the study were adults who volunteered for the process and had no direct professional or personal
concerns related to their relationship with me. Permission to interview was granted by the school
principals of all participants. Participants were all provided with an outline of the proposed study
and signed an informed consent form. This form described the purposes of the research, any risks
or benefits involved, how confidentiality was to be handled, how to reach out for follow up if
desired, and a statement that participation was voluntary (National Commission, 1979; Roberts
& Hyatt, 2019). Included in the consent form was a statement that participants could withdraw
from the study at any time, and how the research would be presented in the final document to
protect participants’ identity (see Appendix C). To ensure confidentiality, participants’ identities
were de-identified using pseudonyms, and participants informed of that protection prior to their
agreement to be interviewed. During interviews, which were conducted via video connection
(Zoom) due to the ongoing pandemic, participants were given the option to request that I pause
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the recording at any time. Recordings and transcripts with identifiable information were stored
on a secure server and a password-protected device until redacted, and will be destroyed 24
months after the completion of the study (Roberts & Hyatt, 2019; Tipton, 2020).
Summary
The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences and perceptions of
experienced school counselors from CBE schools regarding their interactions with college
admissions staff, and the ways in which their students’ academic records are, or should be,
formatted as a way to help college admissions offices accurately assess their academic record.
This qualitative study involved semi-structured interviews with a purposeful sample of five
experienced school counselors from New Hampshire secondary schools utilizing CBE style
assessments and grading. The counselors were interviewed one time, with a focus on the
perceptions of those counselors relative to the ways in which they interact with admissions staff
from higher education, how they have adjusted their reports to colleges to help explain their
grading and not disadvantage their students, as well as their perception of changes to this process
over time. The data was recorded, transcribed electronically, stored securely, member-checked to
assure accuracy, and analyzed by hand. Limitations included the use of only New Hampshirebased school counselors. Ethical and other considerations were carefully adhered to throughout
the study, in particular during the interview process. This included the use of a secure storage
location for any identifiable information about the participants themselves. Chapter Four presents
an analysis of the findings and links them to the purpose of the study, the problem statements,
and research questions. Chapter Five presents an interpretation of the data, conclusions, and the
implications of those for others, as well as recommendations for further research.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS
This study used an interpretative phenomenological analysis to capture the lived
experiences of experienced school counselors as they worked directly to support studentapplicants from their schools applying to competitive colleges and universities. This study
included five participants who each had four or more years’ experience in secondary school
counseling. Table 5 summarizes the participants, showing the group’s average experience in
school counseling was eight years. All have earned a master’s degree, with one also being
awarded her Certificate of Advanced Graduate Study (CAGS); that same counselor is currently
in a doctoral program. The counselors interviewed all work directly with students applying to
competitive colleges at schools that utilize some form of competency-based education (CBE)
style grading. Grading in CBE model high schools is decidedly non-traditional. In many CBE
schools, rather than students being assigned traditional A-, B+, or C course grades awarded for
high school work, students receive a numerical grade such as 3.6 or a 2.9 at the end of a course
of study (Scheopner Torres et al., 2018; Stack & Vander Els, 2018). In other systems, the report
card may simply include a list of standards or competencies and the level of attainment the
student has achieved in each listed using school-specific “codes” (Reigeluth & Karnopp, 2019).
Most colleges and universities consider the important factors considered when evaluating a
students’ overall application to be their academic achievement and the rigor level of the courses
they chose to take in high school (Clinedinst, 2019). Therefore, it is important for CBE schools
to develop documentation, such as school profiles and transcripts, that allows colleges to
accurately assess student-applicants (Blauth & Hadjian, 2016; Stump et al., 2017).
The following research question guided this study: “How do experienced school
counselors from competency-based secondary schools perceive their interactions with
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admissions staff from competitive colleges during their students’ application process?” Semistructured interviews were conducted online via the electronic meeting tool Zoom, which
allowed the interviewer and participants to interact in a face-to-face environment despite the
ongoing global pandemic. This was easier to arrange as participants could be interviewed in their
own space without interrupting their workday environment any more than necessary. Recordings
of the meetings were made (with permission of the participants) using the Zoom video recording
feature and via the mobile phone-based recording and transcription service Otter Voice Meeting
Notes. Otter automatically produced a transcript and allowed the easy assigning of names to each
voice on the recording. Apparent errors in transcription and name identification were reviewed
Table 4:
Research Participants
Pseudonym

Experience
(years)

School Size,
Location

Assignment Grade
Methodology

Final Grade
Methodology

Abbey

16

250
Rural

Rubric-based whole
numbers, 0-4

Numerical average of
competency grades

CJ

4

225
Rural

Rubric-based whole
numbers, 0-4

Weighted average of
grades. Summative 70%,
Formative 30%

Donna

7

750
Suburban

Rubric-based whole
numbers, 0-4

Numerical average of
competency grades

Leo

7

550
Rural

Rubric-based letter grades

Numerical average of letter
grade number equivalent

Margaret

8

1,500
Urban

Rubric-based numbers:
0, 1, 2, 2.5, 3.5, 4

Decaying weight system*
for each competency,
competencies averaged
*Decaying weight system:
More recent grades carry
heavier weight in
calculation

Source: Interview participants, school profiles (see Appendix F)
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and edited by listening to the audio and comparing it to the transcript. Member checking was
accomplished by sending a draft of the transcripts to each participant for review and correction
as suggested by Bloomberg and Volpe (2016). Prior to coding review, each participant accepted
the transcripts as accurate.
Analysis Method
Following member checking, as suggested by Alase (2017), Creswell and Gutterman
(2019), and Smith, et al. (2009), transcripts were then read several times to identify significant
statements, unique descriptive language, meaning units, and larger chunks of information that
revealed themselves in the data. After this initial review each transcript was read a second time
to integrate the analysis from the first review and synthesize overarching themes. I was cautious
through this process to bracket myself from the data, a process of effectively and consciously
separating my feelings, emotions, and desires from the eventual interpretation of the data
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). As suggested by Moustakas (1994), I did my best to limit my bias to
bring a fresh and pure perspective to the date and its interpretation.
At this point, the transcripts were digitally color-coded by theme, with each theme
colored-coded in each transcript using an assigned color. For example, anything related to school
profiles was color-coded purple, and comments about communication with colleges was red. In
some cases, phrases, sentences, and even paragraphs might apply to both and were duplicated for
that purpose. Next, the quotes were digitally clipped from the transcripts, with those quotes being
placed in a spreadsheet with columns identified for each theme, and rows identified participant
by participant. Resultantly, it became clear that there was only a single significant point of
discrepancy in the data, with one interview participant presenting a different view of the
communication level between college admissions staff and him/herself. This discrepancy will be
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fleshed out more completely in the presentation of findings relative to communication.
Additionally, a theme apparent when reading the transcripts was not sufficiently supported by the
quotes themselves and was folded into another theme. Later in the process, yet another edit of the
themes was undertaken to reach the final group of four, accompanied by several sub-themes.
During the process of writing out the data analysis below, conclusions became more and more
clear in the analysis itself. Those conclusions are discussed in Chapter Five.
Presentation of Results and Findings
Four themes emerged from the data as seen in Table 5. The communication between
competitive colleges and school counselors, as described by participants, is not accomplished

Table 5
Themes and Sub-themes Identified in the Data
Themes
Limited Communication Between Colleges and
School Counselors

Sub-Themes
Communication with all colleges is limited; it is
particularly so with competitive institutions
Schools outside New Hampshire and New
England have more questions about CBE
Communication is targeted at student-specific
information, rather than grading methods

The Success of Targeted Document Redesign

Profiles were specifically created to aid
understanding by colleges
Admissions officers have learned to understand
CBE-style grading as presented on school profiles

Conversion of Grades by Colleges is Common
Knowledge
Changes Made were Effective and Did Not Impact
Admissions
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through phone conversations or emails, but largely via the documentation the schools create.
Transcripts present a student-applicants’ grades. School profiles are documents designed by each
school’s counseling staff to help colleges and others to understand those grades. There is little
direct communication between school counselors and college admissions staff at competitive
schools. As a result, CBE-model schools are keenly aware that they must be diligent to present
their grading information in ways that are easily understood by the admissions offices at
competitive and non-competitive colleges alike.
Limited Communication Between Colleges and School Counselors
The hidden nature of the admission process at all colleges and universities has been
described as a “black box” by one researcher (Bastedo et al., 2018, p. 802). Regarding their
communication with admissions officers, the lived experiences of the five counselors
participating in this study was one of limited communication with admissions staff at
competitive colleges. One participant, Margaret, worked as an admissions officer for a time at
the University of New Hampshire, and she described how her experience there helped her to
understand the overall process better. Margaret is a member of a counseling staff at a school that
sends at least one member to a breakfast meeting attended by a small group of admissions
directors held in the New Hampshire Capitol Region every year. She discussed her perception
that some very competitive schools were present at that meeting, citing Yale, Colby, Princeton,
and Dartmouth as examples. Donna also spoke of communicating with admissions staff during
college fairs hosted at her school. Abbey, Margaret, and Leo all mentioned Dartmouth, an instate school for all the students counseled by the participants, as a competitive school they were
in contact with on some level, largely as it was a local school.
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Communication with all colleges is limited; it is particularly so with competitive institutions.
In the interviews, not a single participating counselor volunteered a story or anecdote
about a specific instance of communication with a competitive school. Instead, they spoke in
generalities, perhaps to protect students’ confidentiality. For all but Margaret, a small percentage
of the participants’ students are applying to competitive schools. As a result, their perceptions are
based on more limited experience, although this may also tend to make those perceptions more
memorable for the participants. While Leo spoke of reaching out to all colleges alongside his
student-applicants, the consistent theme as described by the participants was that the competitive
colleges themselves took a passive stance in their contact with school counselors. Leo was the
outlier and talked about consistent communication between his student-applicants and college
admissions officers. Leo stated that he, “[makes] a point of sitting down with a student who’s
applying to a school like that and talking…being part of the conversation” with the admissions
staff. Leo implied that these conversations were also initiated for students applying to less
competitive schools as well, and stated that, “probably…less than ten percent” of his studentapplicants were applying to competitive schools. Overall, the participants did not experience
more than minimal communication with colleges and universities, regardless of their
competitiveness level.
There was universal agreement that the likelihood of communication with admissions
staff from less competitive colleges was higher than with more competitive schools. Four of the
participants, all but Leo, spoke of very limited contact with competitive schools. Abbey stated,
“it’s pretty straightforward, because there isn’t much to be honest.” All participants other than
Leo expressed a perception that communications with the competitive colleges was limited
largely because that category of college or university believes that they will draw a high-quality
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admissions pool based on the quality or reputation of their school. CJ described her limited
communication with the competitive colleges to whom her students have applied this way:
The competitive institutions are not as communicative, like they don't really reach out to
us, like we don't really, we don't really get emails from them, we don't really hear from
them they don't come to visit us. So it's mostly our students who know about them and
want to apply, and they apply to them, but we don't usually hear from them at all.
Margaret and Abbey echoed these comments, sharing that their experience
communicating with competitive colleges was limited at best; CJ went even further, stating, “We
don’t usually hear from them at all. I think they just assume that they're going to have kids who
apply, and they're not concerned about where they come from.” Donna discussed how she
encourages her students applying to competitive schools to advocate for themselves, stating,
“They're such go getters, and they're such good communicators and advocators and good
students that they don't typically need me to call those schools with admissions officers.” Donna
referred to those students as “driving the bus” of the application process themselves, and how she
encourages them to advocate and take the responsibility on themselves, something they are
highly motivated to do.
Based on the descriptions of the five participants, it appears that school counselors do not
typically reach out to competitive schools on behalf of their student-applicants. Similarly, the
competitive colleges and universities rarely, if ever initiate contact with school counselors. The
most common communication described by the participants was an email seeking to clarify a
specific item or two on a student-applicant’s record. These questions, as described more
thoroughly in the final portion of this theme, rarely related specifically to competency-based
assessments or grading.
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Schools outside New Hampshire and New England have more questions about CBE.
New Hampshire, the location of this study, is centrally located in New England. Two
other New England states, Maine and Vermont, have made significant progress toward
implementing CBE in their schools (Blauth & Hadjian, 2016; Marcus, 2017; Nagle & Taylor,
2017). Four of the participants mentioned that colleges from the New England region were more
understanding and accepting of CBE style grading. Leo spoke specifically of how competitive
and in-state Dartmouth, along with most of the less competitive schools across New England,
have seen competency-based grades from New Hampshire schools for a long time now and
rarely ask for assistance in understanding them. Margaret described her perception that the level
of understanding across New England varies “pretty widely depending on the school.” Leo
stated, “across the country, they're beginning to understand it better as it's more and more
popular. New Hampshire is not the only state that's adopted this.”
One factor that may affect the participants’ perceptions is the high number of their
students that apply to schools within New Hampshire and New England. Donna stated:
We have really strong connections with a lot of our local colleges, specifically like
[Southern New Hampshire University], [The University of New Hampshire], [New
Hampshire Technical Institute], because we have to play because we have so many
students who go to those schools. Plymouth State ...Keene State we just tend to talk to
them more because I think they're, they're our local schools, and now those are the
schools that our student body is better suited for.
CJ stated, “I feel like they understand it better because …I don't get questions from the; I don't
get like hey, what does this mean?” Leo described that he gets questions regarding CBE grading
more from out-of-state or out-of-New England schools:
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So, you know, in New Hampshire...those colleges are used to a competency-based
assessment program. When I'm working with out-of-state schools that may or may not
have seen the system, that's usually where their questions come in. What [does] a PWD
mean? How can I recalculate that? Even though we give them the chart that says PWD is
this GPA...they still have questions about it.
Communication is targeted at student-specific information rather than grading methods.
All participants other than Leo described the communication they actually had with
colleges as consisting mostly of the colleges and universities, competitive and noncompetitive, reaching out with a simple question about a student’s coursework or the rigor of
a particular class. Donna described a typical situation where a college might look at the
online Program of Studies for the description of a certain class, and if that did not answer
their query, they might reach out for clarification. Margaret and Abbey also described their
perception that they are much more likely to receive questions about some anomaly on a
student’s transcript than anything CBE assessment or grade related. As an example, Abbey
described questions she might get about a unique class a student might have taken, or the
reason why a student might have skipped Algebra II and gone directly into Pre-Calculus.
Abbey stated:
I think the questions that I've received are not so much about our grading system and how
it works. It's more of something about the student and a question they might have on the
transcript about a course that they took or didn't take, and trying to figure out why. You
know, like so why does this student not show that they had Algebra Two? Well, that’s
because they skipped it and they went from right into pre-calc, right? So those are more
than the types of questions if any, that I'm getting and not so much what does this grade
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mean? Or can you explain this GPA or, or anything like that? I haven't received a
question about our grading system in years.
Although all participants had been contacted by schools competitive and non with
clarifying questions, all five agreed that they received relatively few questions about anything
from competitive colleges. The amount of communication between the secondary school
counselors and college and university admissions officers was infrequent. Most questions
participants received from college and university admissions staff were seeking specific
information about that student. Many questions related to unexplained items on an individual
student’s documentation. These rarely had any connection to CBE style grading. CJ also stated
that, “A lot of…their questions revolve around how to get students to apply, not necessarily
about our grading system or how our classes and transcript work.”
There is significant information sharing that occurs between secondary school counseling
offices and competitive colleges. The amount of data sent from the schools to the colleges is
significant. There is, however, much less communication in the other direction. Admissions
officers at competitive colleges do not reach out to secondary schools to recruit additional
applicants, to develop lines of communication, or much at all. The non-competitive colleges
described by participants did more of this type of communication, but overall it was limited for
colleges of all competitive levels. Regarding competency-based grading practices or the
representations that are presented on student-applicants’ transcripts, schools outside of New
Hampshire and the New England region are not as familiar with CBE’s non-traditional grades.
When they do reach out to secondary schools, competitive colleges and universities most often
reach out with questions specifically about some unusual situation with a particular student, and
simply for clarification. Based on the described lived experience of the school counselors
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participating in this study, it is apparent that there simply is not much communication that occurs
between secondary school counselors and admissions staff at competitive colleges.
The Success of Targeted Document Redesign
All the schools represented through the participants made significant revisions to their
documentation during and after the transition to CBE style grading. While these documents vary
in small ways, most are similar. Profiles were specifically created and altered to allow college
admissions staff to understand the student’s academic record. School profiles are documents
submitted alongside the student-applicant’s transcript. Typically included are descriptions of the
demographics of the community and student body, curricular offerings, the grading system used
by that school, contact information for key staff, and often a listing of colleges that have
accepted students from the school recently (Adams, 2020). Redacted school profiles of the
schools at which the five counselors who participated in this study work are included in
Appendix F.
All participants confirmed that transcripts and school profiles required for all applications
to competitive schools; in fact, they are expected by all four-year institutions. In some cases, the
schools use an online service to automatically provide that information called Naviance. In many
cases, according to three of the five participants, an Internet-based common application tool used
by many colleges is the pathway to submission. All profiles included language on how Grade
Point Averages (GPAs) are calculated, although one refers to that rating as a “Numeric Grade
Average” (NGA). Standard inclusions involve the names of school leadership members,
counseling staff names, descriptive language about the schools and communities in which they
educate children, clubs, activities, sports, etc. Several participants mentioned that colleges had
asked for language to be included on the profiles relative to the impact of the COVID-19
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Pandemic on students and learning. All five contained some language on COVID-19, with four
of the five breaking that out into its own small section of the document.
Profiles were specifically created to aid understanding by colleges.
Unprompted, four of the five participants mentioned how the transcript and school profile
are designed to work in tandem for schools. School profiles are designed to let college
admissions officers know as much as possible about the school, the community in which it is
located, the ways in which the school serves students (including during COVID), the grade
scales in use, how GPAs are calculated, and what opportunities to extend learning are available
to students. For the most part, transcripts were described as containing listings of courses and
final grades. Effectively, the profile serves as a translation guide for colleges as they look at a
student applicant’s academic record on the transcript. Donna explained:
[Profiles] share a lot of information about specifics about the school and grading systems
and GPA and class rank and all of that stuff and so I think, to include the school profile
with transcripts that provides a lot of information for colleges.
Participants were asked about changes made to their transcripts and profiles over the
previous years. All participants perceived that their documentation did a good job in presenting
the information they were hoping to convey. Recent alterations made to the documents were
guided by feedback from colleges and several followed grading updates made by the schools. All
participants other than Leo shared that their profiles had changed recently. CJ stated that her
school had to completely re-vamp their documentation when converting grades over to a CBE
model several years ago. Describing the transition period, CJ said, “So when we transitioned, we
were kind of hybrid we were like, one through four, but also with percentages, and then the kids
had both traditional grades and CBE grades on there.” Donna spoke of changes to her school’s
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CBE grading system from a 100-point scale to
their current system with grades such as CD
(competent with distinction) and BC (basic
competency). Margaret related that her school
had added explanatory language to the transcript
to help those receiving them for transfer students
or college applicants understand their transition
from a 100-point scale to a four-point scale.
Abbey’s school has a three-page profile
document containing the aforementioned three

Figure 2 – CJ’s school profile (partial)

grading scales, but also mentioned that her
department had changed the layout, adding legal
notices and information related to students’
attendance at the local career-technical schools as
well. An outlier, Abbey’s transcript has not

Figure 3 – Donna’s school profile (partial)

changed alongside its partner document, other than an inclusion of those grade scales. It is
apparent that the school profiles are a much more dynamic document, one that counseling
departments are more likely to alter on a regular basis than the more data-driven, somewhat staid
transcripts.
A review of the five submitted school profiles revealed that all five contained a table that
provided information about the grades students receive. The grid (Figure 2) included by CJ’s
school on its profile is typical of those including descriptive language. This sample, among two
that did, includes descriptive language apparently as an attempt to clearly explain what each

78
level of competency represents. However, three of the samples used the words or even the
acronym connected to each level without explanation. Figure 3 is from Donna’s school, showing
which levels represent a demonstration of competency, but with much more simplistic
definitions of each level. One school, Abbey’s, includes three different tables, representing
changing grade scales from Semester I of 2018-19, Semester II of the same year, and finally a
third, the scale currently in use. Curiously, during her interview, she stated:
I send the profile that pretty well lays out our…our grading scale and our system. And in
the past few years, so in the past few years, we've had more students than in previous
years apply to those competitive schools and I have not received questions from...I don't
want to say any because that might be wrong, but not...it doesn't stand out to me as
something that I'm having to talk to colleges about and explain.
Based in part on feedback from colleges and university admissions offices, as well as
changes in each school’s grading system over the last four or more years, the participants
described their perception that the documentation they have in place is effective in allowing
college admissions officers to evaluate their students’ academic success. Participants described
how the profiles and transcripts are designed to work together and how they looked at them as a
cohesive unit. All five spoke with considerable pride about the quality of their schools’
transcripts and profiles. It is abundantly clear that all the schools where participants work
understand that they must provide certain information to schools, competitive or not, as a
pathway for admissions officers at those institutions to best evaluate the academic record of the
student-applicants. Coupled with the lack of questions they are receiving as described in the
following sub-theme, there is substantial evidence that these efforts have been successful.
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Admissions officers have learned to understand CBE-style grading as presented on school
profiles.
The ever-changing definition of CBE, and its sporadic implementation level in schools
across the region and nation (Gallagher, 2014; Gervais, 2016; Johnstone & Soares, 2014;
Truong, 2019) may have had the effect of leaving college admissions counselors befuddled as
they confront the various forms of grading, transcripts and school profiles used by schools
utilizing the CBE methodology. All five participants described lived experiences working with
college and university admissions officers who understood and accepted competency-style
assessment and grading. The five participants all made a connection between the lack of
questions schools asked and the number of years that colleges have seen, and presumably had
time to become accustomed to, CBE grades on application materials.
Participants described with pride their lived experiences as their schools created profiles
specifically designed to allow college and university admissions officers to evaluate the
academic record of student-applicants. The documents provided by the participants are, they
explained, specifically designed to work in tandem with the schools’ transcripts to help explain
the grading systems that are in place at their schools. Due to the inconsistency of terminology
seen in CBE style grades, all participants’ schools provide a grid on the profile that shows some
level of description of each grade that will be seen on a student-applicant’s transcript. This year,
all schools also included COVID-specific language. All five participants related that they
perceive that college admissions staff are able to understand, without much prompting or many
questions, what the documents are telling them about a student-applicant’s academic record. CJ
stated:
The colleges themselves seem to have shifted their mindset and took what we gave them
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for information and now seem to have more of an understanding of what they're looking
at when they're seeing those transcripts. In the last couple [of] years there really haven’t
been many concerns brought up.
Margaret and Leo spoke of how they perceived that it is not difficult for colleges to take
the grading systems they have in place and get a clear evaluation of the student. Margaret put it
this way, “They don't usually toss a lot of questions our way. I think they take their information
from our profile or recommendations. I very infrequently have them call me with questions”. Leo
and Donna both referred also to the online Program of Studies schools provide for student,
parent/guardian, and college use as a way for post-secondary schools to answer some of those
questions without directly contacting the student-applicant or the school counselor.
The participants described their perception that college admissions officers have learned
to understand the various CBE-style grading practices that are used and can easily determine the
academic profile of student-applicants. CJ stated, “I think when we initially started CBE there
were some questions but, but in the last couple years there really haven't been many concerns
brought up.” The common perception among the participants is that their school’s documentation
was effective at allowing college admissions officers to create an accurate picture of the
academic record of student-applicants. Donna stated, “They want to see an overall grade and
then as a student, they want to know they want feedback on the student themselves as in their
classroom.” CJ described her perception that competitive colleges are highly selective by
definition and that admissions staff at those schools took the time to find students who “fit into
their…mold” of the school, and that the grade scale used was not a hindrance to that.
Generally, all the participants provided evidence through their lived experiences that the
information regarding the grading system utilized in their high schools is well-presented in their
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school profiles, transcripts, and programs of study. As a result, the number of questions of any
kind, not particularly about CBE, the participants received from college and university
admissions officers is small. The consistency and pride exhibited in the participants’ comments
appears to show that they have spent considerable time developing these documents with the
expressed intention of making their student-applicant’s academic record clearly understandable.
That work, coupled with the number of years that CBE style assessments and grading have been
part of the educational landscape, and perhaps no small level of hubris on the part of competitive
colleges, appears to have limited the number of questions admissions officers from competitive
institutions have asked about a student-applicant’s academic record or their readiness for postsecondary work. This appears to clearly indicate that college admissions staff understand the
information presented on schools’ transcripts and profiles, a fact that all five participants spoke
of with satisfaction.
Conversion of Grades by Colleges is Common Knowledge
There was significant evidence presented indicating that college and university
admissions offices routinely take the data they receive on all applicants and convert it into a
numerical representation. Three of the five spoke specifically about how all college admissions
staffs convert all students’ grades, those from CBE schools and those from more traditional
grading schools, into a numeric representation specific to that college or university. This
conversion takes place, it appears, at both competitive and non-competitive schools. Leo, Abbey,
and Donna specifically mentioned that the purpose of this conversion into a scale of their own
making is to create a way to fairly compare students from different schools. It was also clear that
secondary school counselors and college admissions counselors acknowledged and understood
this process. Donna explained:
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But ultimately, they tell us that they just kind of take those grades and they convert them
themselves into their, their system. But, you know, they don't really do anything with
those competencies, the competencies are more for us. They get the final grade and that's,
that's what they're looking for.
The participants described that their schools presented information to help the colleges
with this process and did not define a numerical ranking other than the standard GPA based on
this knowledge. Abbey stated: “we don't try to help them with the conversion because I know
they're going to do whatever they...whatever they do with it.” Further evidence of that can be
found through all five mentioning the lack of questions they get, particularly from New England
schools. Leo stated, “They just want to make sure they’re fair to the kid. I’ve not been in a
situation where [CBE grading] has prevented a student from getting in.” Donna described that
competitive colleges have always looked at the overall student, and they use more than just
grades, also considering letters of recommendation, feedback from teachers, and others when
making admissions decisions. While competitive schools were described as looking deeper than
that through other measures, the participants were keenly aware that they needed to provide the
data to colleges in an effective manner.
The experienced counselors interviewed consistently described a lived experience and
perception that college and university admissions officers were keenly aware of competencystyle grading and assessment. They also described that they were aware of the colleges’ use of
the data secondary schools make available via the transcripts and school profiles to create a
numerical representation of a student-applicant’s academic record as a way to compare
him/her/them to other applicants. As a result, it is apparent that the efforts they have made, and
the revisions made over time, have been successful. It is clearly indicated that college admissions

83
officers are indeed able to make accurate evaluations of a student-applicant’s academic record
when presented with non-traditional competency-style grades.
Changes Made were Effective and Did Not Impact Admissions
As schools have adopted, then adapted their assessment and grading systems in a CBE
environment, their documentation has changed, and college admissions staff have also
progressed along a positive learning curve. The experienced school counselors participating in
this study all spoke with palpable pride regarding the ways in which the documentation they
share with college and university admissions offices have been designed specifically to allow the
higher education staff to better understand the academic achievement of student applicants. It is
clear from their lived experience that colleges have a desire for the information to be presented in
a way that allows them to convert the various grades into a numerical rating for the student.
Whether the grades are traditional A-B-C-D grades, a CBE-style number grade, or a CBEspecific code such as “PWD”, the perception of the participants in this study universally was that
they were understood by the competitive schools to which their best students apply.
When secondary schools or districts consider a move to CBE-style grading, questions are
often asked about the impact the change may have on seniors’ competitive college admissions
prospects. These questions tend to focus on the nontraditional nature of assessment and grading
in CBE model schools, and how colleges view those grades during the admissions process
(Blauth & Hadjian, 2016; O’Connor, 2018; Reif et al., 2016). Prior to moving to CBE
assessment and grading, Margaret’s school held panel discussions for community members,
parents, and students. These included members of admissions staffs from colleges and
universities in New England. Margaret stated:
All of the schools basically said the same thing, which is we will use what the school
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gives us. You know, we're a school that is on 100-point scale, we'll work with their 100
point scale. A four-point scale, as long as there is clear documentation of what those
grades mean. We'll take what the school gives us.
The counselors participating in this study did not perceive that students’ attendance at a CBEmodel school put them at a disadvantage in the admissions process; a common concern among
parents and others when schools consider a transition from traditional to CBE-style grading. CJ
stated:
I don't know if moving to competency made a difference with the competitive schools, to
be honest, because they're still very selective and they're still looking for just that very
small percentage of kids that kind of fit into their, their mold.
Donna attributed this to the fact that colleges and universities do not look much at the
competencies that create the overall grade, but just the overall grade itself, as well as the “letters
of recommendation and feedback they get from teachers and counselors.” None of the
participants expressed any level of concern that their students were at any type of disadvantage
because they had attended a CBE-model school.
Abbey explained how she had been thinking a lot about how her students had been faring
when applying to colleges across the board more recently, including the competitive ones. She
claimed that her school, and it’s worth noting this is the school on their third scale in three years,
has had a higher acceptance rate from competitive colleges in the last few years. She stated that
since they did away with A-B-C-D-F style grades, they have had acceptances into Ivy League
schools, Colby in Maine, and even MIT. She attributed that partly to the quality of the studentapplicants she has worked with, and stated:
Either something about the past couple years and the kids that we've had or something
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about maybe the more holistic view that colleges are taking now when they are presented
with a CBE transcript, and they have to really consider what does this mean?
The counselors participating also all agreed that their student-applicants were not put at a
disadvantage, nor gained an advantage based on their attendance at a CBE model school. This
very important point may allow more schools to overcome the understandable concerns of
parents and students alike regarding chances for admission to the college of their choice.
Based on the descriptions provided by participants, it is evident that colleges have
learned, over time, to understand the grades they receive from CBE-model secondary schools.
These grades may be non-traditional, but the participants have worked hard to produce
documentation that allows colleges to understand them. Participants clearly perceive that these
efforts have allowed college admissions officers to understand CBE-style grades, which the
college admission staff routinely convert and adapt in their own method to evaluate students’
academic success. Participants described their perception that while there is understandable
concern about the impact non-traditional CBE grades might have on college admissions
prospects, these concerns were unfounded. All participants perceive that their students are able to
be fairly evaluated by the colleges to which they apply.
Summary
Chapter 4 described the data collected to capture the lived experience of experienced
school counselors working with student-applicants in CBE model schools as the counselors
interacted with college admissions staff from competitive colleges. Through the analysis process
outlined in chapter 3, I examined data from interviews with five experienced school counselors
from New Hampshire schools utilizing a competency-based method of assessment and grading.
The analysis revealed four themes that aligned well with the research questions and theoretical
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framework upon which this research is based.
The first identified theme explored the level and types of interaction that occurs between
secondary schools and college admissions staffs. All participants save one described limited
communication back and forth with admissions staff from all colleges, competitive or noncompetitive, with neither side typically initiating conversations. The perception was that
competitive colleges would draw a high-quality applicant pool regardless. Colleges outside of
New England were described as more likely to reach out for clarification of the non-traditional
grades from CBE-method schools. Most of the communication that did occur was mundane
questions about a discrepancy on the student-applicant’s record, not the CBE-related.
A second theme revealed the perception that the re-design of the documentation schools
provided to competitive colleges had been successful. The participating school counselors
described with pride the years-long efforts they made to design and revamp the school profiles
they send to colleges. These documents are seen as a translation guide for colleges and have had
to be adapted as changes have been made by their schools to grading methods. College
admissions officers, they believe, are able to understand and utilize the grades they provide. This
is based on their fielding few questions about CBE grading, and the success some of their
student-applicants have had in gaining admission to competitive colleges.
Interviews with participants also revealed an understanding that college admissions
offices routinely convert grades from all schools into a numerical representation for each
applicant. Participants took this into account as they designed and redesigned their
documentation. Secondary school counselors have worked hard to present their grades with the
intention of allowing colleges to make their own conversions. Finally, not only has this success
been in transmitting the information intended, but also at quelling a common concern. Questions
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regarding college admissions are inevitable when schools consider moving to a CBE system with
its non-traditional grades. Participants clearly indicated through their interviews that these
concerns are not supported by their lived experiences. Chapter 5 presents several conclusions
that can be made from this data. Using the theoretical framework as a reflective study, several
recommendations for action and additional research are presented as well.

88
CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION
The purpose of this interpretative phenomenological analysis was to capture the lived
experiences described by experienced school counselors from competency-based schools relative
to the college admissions process as their student-applicants sought admission to competitive
colleges and universities. As more and more secondary schools explore the possibility of
transitioning to competency-based (CBE) assessment and grading, a common question asked
during that process is the impact that the non-traditional assessment and grading practices
common to CBE may have on the college admissions process (Blauth & Hadjian, 2016;
O’Connor, 2018; Reif et al., 2016). The five participants all work at different New Hampshire
high schools utilizing competency-based grading practices and have four or more years’
experience in their field.
The existing literature reviewed for this study revealed that competency-based education
is growing steadily across the country, with 17 states at an advanced stage of implementation as
of 2019 (Scheopner Torres et al., 2018, Truong, 2019). The first state to mandate the use of
competency-based methods in its schools was New Hampshire (Bramante & Colby, 2012).
During the literature review, it became evident that there have been few peer-reviewed studies
undertaken related to CBE. Much of the current literature is from proponents of the method and
could not accurately be described as professionally reviewed literature. Several gaps in existing
professional research were identified, including studies related to CBE’s impact on student
learning and the ways in which CBE assessment and grading might impact students who choose
to seek admission to competitive institutions of higher education. The intention of this study was
to partially close that second gap. For the purposes of this study, competitive colleges and
universities are defined as those schools admitting less than one-half of applicants. A review of
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available admissions data identified 32 of those schools across New England (National Center
for Education Statistics, n.d.).
The following research questions drove the study:
1. How do experienced school counselors from competency-based secondary schools
perceive their interactions with admissions staff from competitive colleges during
their students’ application process?
a. How do experienced secondary school counselors describe their interactions with
college admissions staff at competitive institutions during the admissions process?
b. How do experienced secondary level school counselors from CBE schools
describe the ways they have modified student transcripts and school profiles in
order to accurately inform admissions counselors at competitive colleges?
c. How do experienced secondary level school counselors describe the changes they
have seen over time in the ways college admissions officers from competitive
schools evaluate applicants from CBE-model schools?
Four themes emerged from an analysis of the five interviews. Limited Communication
Between Colleges and School Counselors resulted from the descriptions of the small amount of
contact school counselors have with competitive college staff, particularly from within New
England. The participants spoke of how most communication was simple questions. The Success
of Targeted Document Redesign was rooted in the participants speaking of how they received
mostly questions of a simple, factual nature from college admissions, not CBE-related questions.
The participants took this as a sign the college admission staff understand CBE. Conversion of
Grades by Colleges is Common Knowledge emerged from the participants themselves, as they
spoke of how they believe that colleges use a school-specific formula to rate each applicant’s
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academic success. Finally, Changes Made were Effective and Did Not Impact Admissions
emerged from the participants stated pride in how their years of altering their documentation had
been successful, and that their kids were not disadvantaged having attended their CBE-model
schools when applying to competitive colleges and universities.
Interpretation and Importance of Findings
The purpose of this study was to explore how school counseling staff from competencybased schools describe the college admissions process while working on behalf of students
applying to competitive institutions. One area of this study focused on how school counselors
help college admissions staff understand and process the non-traditional transcripts, school
profiles, and course expectations that are part of CBE systems, as well as how they perceive the
ways in which the applications are evaluated. In addition, the research questions explored the
nature of the interactions, the ways in which secondary schools’ documentation has been
modified to meet the needs of colleges, and what changes the counselors had seen over the last
few years.
Several studies were identified that addressed these questions. A study by Stump et al.
(2017) explored the perceptions surrounding college admissions and CBE-style assessment and
grading from the viewpoint of college admissions personnel. The Stump et al. study was the
theoretical framework utilized in analyzing the data. Stump et al. interviewed admissions officers
at five colleges in Maine that had reviewed applications from students attending “proficiency
based” (a common synonym for “competency-based”) high schools. Stump et al.’s research
validated the reliance admissions officers continue to place on grade point averages, how
important the rigor of courses taken by students while in high school, and their standardized test
scores. They did note, as seen also in original research done for this study, the decreasing
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importance of test scores in that equation. Stump et al. stated, “admissions staff used this
information as indicators of the extent to which students challenged themselves, and also to
determine that students have the proper preparatory courses for their intended program of study”
(p. 16).
The New England Board of Higher Education convened a 2016 meeting of admissions
directors and other leaders from highly selective New England colleges with a focus on how
students who attended competency- or proficiency-based secondary schools might be impacted
during the admissions process. The 60 admissions leaders who attended stated unequivocally that
students from schools that are proficiency-based are not disadvantaged in the admissions process
(Blauth & Hadjian, 2016). This study’s findings are relevant to this interpretation, but it should
be noted that the report is based on an open meeting of admissions leaders and did not appear in
a peer-reviewed format, but rather as a “white paper” by the NEBHE.
All the admissions officers participating in the study by Stump et al. (2017) had reviewed
records from proficiency-based secondary schools as part of the application process. Admissions
officers, according to Stump et al., expressed a need for concise and clearly presented
information relative to proficiency levels or other ratings used by individual schools and districts.
Admissions staff described the profile as the key to unlocking the various grading scales and
assessment methods in use at CBE-method secondary schools. Stump et al. recommended that
schools provide ways to see beyond those simple metrics seen on transcripts. Consistency
school-to-school would help as well. Stump et al. closed with a recommendation that high
schools created an academic record that, at a minimum, provided:
1. Clear, concise definitions or explanations of proficiency scores or ratings
2. A comparable conversion from the proficiency scoring scale to a 4.0 GPA scale
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3. A school profile that outlines the school curriculum and available pathways for
meeting graduation requirements
4. Documentation of the courses—including subject area and level of rigor—
successfully completed by the applicant
5. Information to compare the applicant’s selected program of study and
accomplishments to that of other students in the high school (pg. 24-25).
The work of Stump et al. provided the reflective theoretical lens for exploring the lived
experiences of the school counselors who participated in this study. The four themes identified in
the data culled from the participants aligned well with the research questions, and the findings
and recommendations of Stump et al.
Limited Communication Between Colleges and School Counselors: This theme revealed
that the experienced school counselors participating in the study had little to no direct contact
with admissions staff from competitive schools. Regarding their direct communication with
college admissions officers, four of the five participants spoke some version of Abbey’s
comment, “it’s pretty straightforward, because there isn’t much [communication] to be honest.”
While there are some regional meetings of admissions staff and school counselors that occur
yearly, and contact at high school-based college fairs, competitive colleges take a more passive
stance regarding the admissions process. Donna described that her students were willing and able
to take control of the process, and CJ spoke of how, competitive colleges believe they will attract
a high-quality pool without proactively reaching out as non-competitive colleges are more likely
to do. Other than Leo, who related his proactive communication with the small number of
schools his students apply to each year, this was the perception of the participants in this study.
A minor exception was noted by participants related to schools outside of New Hampshire and
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New England. Several participants noted that there are more questions from outside the region as
those schools are less familiar with CBE style grading.
Stump et al. (2017) stated that admissions officers from the colleges involved in their
study, “have been talking to secondary schools and guidance counselors around the state to field
questions about what information would be needed for the college admissions process” (pg. 19).
They also reported that college admissions staff, “routinely communicated with and visited
secondary institutions” (p. 24). This was not the counselors’ perception for this study, as they
reported very little communication with competitive and non-competitive colleges and
universities. This may be partially due to the Stump et al. study involving only one competitive
college, the negative impact on college visits resulting from the global pandemic of 2020-2022,
or a difference of perception between the school counselors interviewed for this study and the
admissions staff used by Stump et al.
Original research for this study revealed that the number of applications to colleges and
universities grew by 44% in the ten years from 2011 through 2020 (National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES), 2011-2020). At the same time, enrollments only grew by 8.2%.
This may be contributing to an increased burden on admissions officers, who are being asked to
review more and more applications each year. A possible result of that may be less time to reach
out and develop relationships with school counselors. The same college admissions officers
interviewed by Stump et al. (2017) believed it helpful for secondary schools considering changes
to documentation to contact the admissions staff to discuss their proposed changes. Several
reported that they had been contacted for just his sort of conversation and praised those proactive
efforts.
Although none of the school counselors participating in this study spoke of that sort of
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contact, they interpreted the lack of questions they received, and the positive feedback received
overall as a sign that their changes were effective. As evidence, the participants in this study
described a lived experience of not receiving many questions of any kind. They all described
their perception that questions about some anomaly or unexplained data point in a student’s
record were the most common questions they received. Regardless, the number of questions was
very small. The participants’ observations and descriptions lead to the conclusion that the
documentation developed by school counseling offices has done its job. Over time, and it is
worth noting here that the Stump et al. (2017) study was undertaken approximately five years
prior to this research, higher-education admissions staff have come to a better understanding of
CBE and its non-traditional grading systems.
Based on the interviews conducted for this study, it appears that competitive colleges do
not routinely initiate communication with secondary school counselors. These schools are able to
attract a large and high-quality pool of applicants without actively recruiting students from the
secondary level. Those student-applicants, the high-achievers, were described by Donna as
“driving the bus” of their admissions process, grounded in their high levels of personal
motivation. Although Stump et al. spoke of routine contact, this is possibly based on the fact that
most of the admissions counselors they interviewed work at less competitive schools. Given the
data and analysis in Chapter Four, it does not appear that this is connected to the use of CBEstyle assessment and grading at individual secondary schools; it is just the way things work for
all schools.
The data indicated that the lack of communication was the norm regardless of the
competitiveness of the college or university. The admissions staffs at competitive and noncompetitive colleges appear to rely largely on the application materials provided by the student
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and the documentation provided by their secondary school. Using this information, the data
indicated, allowed college admissions officers to make fair, accurate, and satisfactory judgments
about the student-applicant pool they face each year. There was some evidence that admissions
staff sometimes reached out to school counselors. Stump et al. (2017) discussed this type of
contact as being “proactive” in their findings. The data collected for this study, however, did not
indicate much communication other than occasional questions about some anomaly such as an
unusual progression of coursework in a student-applicant’s record. Significantly, Questions were
rarely about the structure and methods employed in schools adopting the CBE model. This
strongly indicated an understanding of those methods on the part of admissions staff. It also
indicated that the college and university admissions staff were able to glean the information they
need from the documentation provided with no more than a rare question about a quirk on a
student-applicant’s record. In short, the work the school counselors have done has been
successful.
The Success of Targeted Document Redesign: School profiles and transcripts are an
integral part of all applications to four-year colleges and universities. Participants in this study
supplied copies of the profiles used by their schools, which are included in Appendix F. All
profiles include some sort of table that seeks to explain and to some extent provide a way for
others to interpret the final grades that students from their schools earn at the end of a course of
study. The data analysis revealed that these profiles were specifically developed to help college
admissions staff make an informed evaluation of a student-applicants academic record. All
participants reported that their schools had made an ongoing and concerted effort over the years
since CBE was implemented at their schools to improve the quality of these documents.
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A review of the factors seen as carrying “considerable importance” to admissions offices
conducted by Clinedinst (2019), demonstrated the continued reliance admissions personnel place
on grade-related factors. In that study, the top three items considered were “Grades in College
Prep Courses”, “Strength of Curriculum”, and “Grades in all Courses” (see Table 2). While test
scores ranked a strong fourth on that study, the reliance on SATs and ACTs as well as class rank
declined over the twelve years represented in Clinedinst’s data. The continued reliance on graderelated information makes a strong case for school counseling offices to be sure that their
documentation is clear and understandable by colleges.
The reliance colleges place on the school profile was reflected strongly by the school
counselors interviewed for this study. All described various changes they had made to their
transcripts and profiles, including replacement of grade scales as those in use changed,
explanatory paragraphs, and the aforementioned tables defining the various grades. Four of the
five spoke of how the two documents, the transcript and profile, are designed to work together,
with Donna stating, “to include the school profile with transcripts provides a lot of information.”
The participants in the Stump et al. study suggested that public schools work together to create
some sort of common grading system or way of expressing academic achievement. One
admissions participant in the study by Stump et al stated, “Every school feels like they are taking
this on alone, and they should be talking to each other.” There was no evidence of this sort of
cooperation uncovered in the data collection or analysis for this study.
In the Stump study, it was reported that all the institutions involved had received
applications from students attending proficiency-based schools within the year prior to the study.
Admissions officers are described as, “familiar” with CBE-style grading. They also spoke
positively regarding the proactive measures being taken by secondary schools as they re-
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designed their transcripts and profiles. One concern expressed through the work of Stump et el.
was the length of some of the proficiency-based transcripts that college staff had received. These
transcripts were seen as including, “considerably more narrative to read and interpret” (pg. 21).
One college admissions officer predicted “It may slow the process. We may also need to call
guidance counselors in some cases for more information” (pg. 22) based on the longer
transcripts. Evidence of this did not appear in the interviews for this study. This theme’s focus
related to the acceptance of CBE-style grading and assessment, the specificity observed
regarding the questions asked, and the fact that high-quality and well-thought-out documentation
makes it easier for colleges to get an accurate picture of applicants.
Blauth and Hadjian (2016) spoke to a group of admissions officers from selective
colleges in New England regarding the impact of attendance at a CBE-model school on
admissions. The term “selective” is not defined in their report. According to their participants,
admissions officers receive applications from all over the world, in all sorts of formats, and
spend the time necessary with each to understand the academic success of each applicant. They
also told the researchers that school profiles and transcripts are very important tools they rely on
to determine that success, particularly with models less familiar to them. The admissions leaders
told Blauth and Hadjian that the profile provides contextual information about the grading
system in each school that is invaluable to them. This clearly indicates that the design of the
school profile and transcript, which are used together by colleges, is vital as secondary schools
seek to inform college admissions staff.
Stump et al. had a lot to say about this particular theme. Through their study, admissions
officers explained that they, “used this information as indicators of the extent to which students
challenge themselves and also to determine that students have the proper preparatory courses for
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their intended program of study” (p. 16). Admissions staff also told Stump et al. that they
reviewed the transcripts for indication of honors, advanced, or AP coursework. They also
explained that proficiency- or competency-based schools have not adopted a uniform approach to
how they will present their information via the transcript. As a result, “admissions personnel
sometimes had more difficulty finding the information they needed and figuring out how to
interpret the information provided in the proficiency-based transcripts they had seen” (p. 20).
One admissions office (sic) quoted in the study stated that, “transitioning to proficiency-based is
not a problem. But how they provide information is so different.” The participants noted as well
that admissions offices were taking a more holistic approach to admissions. This included
comments about how admissions staff rely more on other information when a student’s GPA was
weak. Stump et al. also quoted an admissions officer as saying, “Proficiency-based transcripts
force us to think more about how students learn in the U.S. It’s a less reductive way of evaluating
students. It may make us look more carefully at extracurriculars” (p. 23). Stump et al. determined
that admissions offices look beyond the pure grades to see if students have challenged
themselves. As such, they described their desire to use the transcript and the accompanying
school profile to determine this information. One told Stump et al., “We cannot do our job
without the school profile! It’s very important—the keystone to understand the grading scale, the
courses offered, etc.” (p. 22).
Blauth and Hadjian’s (2016) also discussed this while analyzing their research. The
researchers concluded that it was “crucial” that the documentation presented by CBE model
schools in students’ applications, “present a clear and accurate picture” (p. 3) of the studentapplicant’s academic record. They also declared that the profiles present an opportunity for the
school to describe what differentiates their school from others, something the leaders said was
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particularly helpful. Original research done for this study using data provided by 24 competitive
New England colleges and Universities found that “Rigor of Secondary School Record”, and
“Academic Grade Point Average” remain vital factors that schools consider. Resultantly, it is
extremely important for school counseling staff to ensure that the documentation they present
allows for these evaluations to take place.
There is little question that the data indicates that school counselors, as perceived by the
participants in this study, and those interviewed by Stump et al., have spent considerable time
developing school profiles and transcripts with the expressed intention of conveying specific
information to the college admissions counselors who receive them. The counselors interviewed,
as their schools revised their procedures, had altered their profiles right alongside that process, in
some cases repeatedly. While there was no inter-school cooperation evident in the qualitative
data gleaned from participants or the profiles from their schools, this would likely be an area
worthy of possible consideration by school counseling offices. All five participants spoke with
considerable pride about their current documentation, which they all felt was effective at doing
its job.
Data collected as part of this study, as viewed through the theoretical framework
provided by Stump et al. (2017) provides ample evidence to conclude they both sides of this
dialogue are in alignment. School counselors believe that college admissions staff understand
what the secondary schools’ documentation intends to convey. College admissions counselors
agree. This theme inevitably leads to the conclusion that what both sides desire is being fulfilled
by the other in a symbiotic way. Colleges appear to be happy with the way the data is currently
presented, although (see the prior theme) they would like more commonality. Regardless, college
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admissions officers from competitive schools are able to accurately evaluate student-applicants
based on what is currently on offer from the secondary schools whose students are applying.
Conversion of Grades by Colleges is Common Knowledge: During data collection
through the interviews, several participants described their perception that college and university
admissions offices routinely take the data they receive on all applicants and convert it into a
numerical representation. This conversion takes place, it appears, at both competitive and noncompetitive schools. Leo, Abbey, and Donna specifically mentioned that the purpose of this
conversion into a scale of the college or university’s own making is to create a pathway to fairly
compare students from different schools. It was also clear that secondary school counselors and
college admissions counselors acknowledged and understood this process.
Evidence of this was presented by Stump et al. (2017). Alongside their confirmation that
GPA is a strong factor in their admissions studies, they stated:
When proficiency-based transcripts do not include a GPA, admissions officers said they
relied on the conversion scale provided by the secondary school. If the school did not
provide a conversion scale, some participants indicated that admissions officers would
attempt to estimate a score using the students’ grades and a 4.0 scale. One admission
officer commented, “It’s just trying to take that extra step to convert the proficiency
levels into an estimated GPA” (p. 21).
The participants described a perception that their schools had worked to create documentation
designed to allow the colleges to use their own methods and formulas to make that mysterious
conversion. While they do not know the exact process that each college undertakes, and given
the differences this is likely a wise decision, they described working hard to present the grades as
they do in as clear a fashion as possible for this very purpose. The lack of grading-specific
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questions was seen by some participants as evidence of the success of that process. Donna
described that competitive colleges have always looked at the overall student, and they use more
than just grades also consider letters of recommendation, feedback from teachers and others
when making admissions decisions. According to original research of college admissions sites
done for this study, the word holistic appeared as describing the admissions process at fully 90%
of the 32 competitive schools identified in New England. It remains clear that while colleges
stated that they look at the whole student, their academic record, and a numeric representation of
the student-applicant’s academic success, grades remained very important factors in admission.
The experienced counselors interviewed consistently described a lived experience and
perception that college and university admissions officers are keenly aware of competency-style
grading and assessment. They also described that they are aware of how the colleges use of the
data secondary schools make available via the transcripts and school profiles. Experienced
secondary school counselors believe that regardless of the style of assessment and grading used
in their schools, the college counselors will use some unknown formula or process to convert
those grades into a numerical representation. College admissions officers confirm that
assumption. Given that, the strong indication is that schools must be diligent to effectively and
clearly present the information colleges need to make their own, college-specific conversion.
This is indicated as a way to best serve the colleges to whom they are communicating through
that documentation, and their student-applicants as well.
Changes Made were Effective and Did Not Impact Admissions: There was evidence
presented through this study that indicated the effectiveness of the changes made to the schools’
documentation. The experienced school counselors participating in this study did not perceive
that attendance at a CBE-model school had either a positive or negative effect on their student-
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applicant’s admissions’ chances when applying to competitive schools. One, in fact, described an
up-tick in admissions to competitive colleges and universities over the last few years. The
experienced counselors participating in this study demonstrated a level of pride in not only how
hard their schools have worked on this specific concern and their perception of success.
Through the study undertaken by Stump et al. (2017), researchers concluded that at the
time of their study college admissions officers were reporting as having received “some student
transcripts that provided information on students’ proficiency-based educational
accomplishments” (p. 19). The colleges to which they spoke were reportedly anticipating that
number to grow. The colleges also reported receiving “concerned calls from parents wondering
how colleges would regard the use of proficiency-based transcripts. These same admissions
officers reportedly were, “trying to reassure secondary institutions, parents, and students that
they were working with the new transcripts” (p. 26), while at the same time encouraging the
secondary schools to communicate with them during the development process. One admissions
officer said, “It would be helpful to have information we can share with parents about these
changes and how it may or may not affect admissions decisions” (p. 26).
Several authors (Blauth & Hadjian, 2016; O’Connor, 2018; Reif et al., 2016) echoed
those statements, and agreed that when districts or schools explore a move to CBE, questions are
asked about the possible negative effect on students’ prospects for admission to competitive
colleges. These questions tend to focus on the nontraditional nature of assessment and grading in
CBE model schools, and how colleges view those grades during the admissions process. The
study by Blauth and Hadjian almost exclusively revolves around this very question. They stated,
“Overwhelmingly, these admissions leaders indicate that students with proficiency-based
transcripts will not be disadvantaged in the highly selective admissions process” (p. 1).
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The data collected for this study, and as reflected by those undertaken by Stump et al.
(2017) and Blauth and Hadjian (2016) reveals an understandable concern by parents, students,
and secondary schools regarding the impact of a move to CBE-style grading on admissions.
What is equally clear is that both experienced counselors and competitive colleges and
universities are aware of these concerns. The experienced school counselors in this study did not
demonstrate a concern about any negative effect on the prospects of their student-applicants.
They clearly also recognized that this was a strong and understandable worry. The data,
including regarding the work done by counselors to modify their profiles and transcripts, the
learning done by admissions staff, experience with these non-traditional grades, and
conversations between the two sides of this equation has resulted in an increase in the knowledge
of the needs of everyone involved. The worries about a negative impact on college admissions,
although understandable, are not supported by the evidence.
This final area contains what is likely the most significant finding. The secondary school
counseling staff’s time and effort was effective. College admissions staff seek an accurate and
easily interpreted and converted statement of the academic success of student applicants. School
counselors spoke with pride of how much time they had put into these documents, and every
indication is that their time was well spent. Even more significant, perhaps, is the conclusion that
may be drawn from the data regarding college admissions process. There is no evidence that
students who attended a CBE-model secondary school were advantaged or disadvantaged during
the applications process having attended those secondary schools.
Overall, the study has revealed some optimistic perceptions from the experienced school
counselors participating. While they reported that communication between themselves and
college admissions officers was limited, it appears that this is a positive sign. Participants
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described a high level of understanding on the part of the admissions staff, who they believed
were able to understand that their transcripts and profiles were saying about the studentapplicants from their schools. The communication they described was comprised mostly of
clarifying questions, not questions about how to interpret or understand any part of the CBEstyle grading seen in the documentation. Participants described with some pride how the success
they perceived had come as a result of their efforts to create and modify documentation sent to
colleges on behalf of their students. The experienced school counselors interviewed felt
universally that competitive colleges were able to use the information given to assess each
student-applicants’ academic success, using a secret formula developed at each college or
university. Finally, participants described a strong perception that their students neither gained an
advantage nor suffered any ill-effects during the admissions process as a result of having
attended a CBE-based secondary school.
Implications
As admissions counselors review an ever-increasing number of applications from
students attending secondary schools utilizing the decidedly non-traditional CBE model, the
admissions staff will need to approach the transcripts and school profiles provided by studentapplicants differently. Routinely, admissions officers convert CBE-style grades into an
equivalent GPA using a formula that is not publicized (O’Connor, 2018; Stump et al., 2017). In
fact, they do this for grades from all schools, traditional and non-traditional. Following a review
of admissions websites and related data, Stump et al. interviewed admissions counselors from
five colleges in Maine, and developed a series of recommendations for secondary schools
adopting proficiency-based education models. These recommendations aligned well with the
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data collected regarding the perceptions and lived experiences of the experienced school
counselors participating in this study.
Experienced secondary school counselors want the best for their students. The possibility
that their student-applicants’ academic record would be misunderstood by college admissions
staff, or worse yet that it would disadvantage them, is an understandable concern, one echoed by
the participants in this study. The five school counselors who participated in the study described
their perception of the process by which their school counseling offices have worked to present
the best possible documentation they can. While each school’s school profile is different in some
ways from those produced by other schools, they are at the same time very similar. All contain
some sort of explanatory chart or table with the goal of allowing colleges to accurately assess
student academic success. While the participants, with one exception, described a limited amount
of communication between themselves and admissions staff at competitive colleges, the
collective perception was that this was an indicator that their efforts had been successful. The
counselors believed strongly, and took pride in the fact, that college admissions staff were able to
make those accurate assessments. There was also a universal belief, as reflected in the work and
conclusions of both Stump et al. (2017) and Blauth and Hadjian (2016), that students from CBEmodel school were not put in a disadvantageous position during the admission process. Based on
this research, state Departments of Education, lawmakers, district and local leaders, as well as
school-based leaders should feel more confident when considering a move to CBE.
Recommendations for Action
The data collected for this study and its analysis does not create an immediate call for
action. There are, however, a few changes that would improve the limited communication that

106
does occur between secondary school counselors and admissions officers from competitive
colleges:
•

Development of consistent and effective communication pathways connecting
competitive college admissions staff and school counseling offices. It is evident that
there needs to be some formal and ongoing avenue for constant communication
between college admissions officers and school counseling staff. School counselors
want the best for their students. Based on the lack of questions they receive from
college admissions officers, school counselors believe they are doing a good job at
communicating the information colleges need. Competitive colleges seek a quality
pool of applicants, yet do not initiate more than occasional communication with
school counselors. The disconnect described by the participants in this study is not, it
would appear, the best way for colleges to develop a pool of applicants. By talking on
a regular basis, secondary school counselors will have a clearer picture of what the
colleges are looking for in applicants, and the colleges can assist schools in designing
the documentation they provide. An ad hoc group of New Hampshire school
counseling directors meets quarterly, and supports a listserv where ideas are
exchanged and questions answered (H. Leavitt, personal communication, Dec. 22,
2021). This group seems a natural to foment this sort of communication.

•

Development of common structures and formats in the design of transcripts and
school profiles. In the Stump et al. study, there is a recommendation for more
consistent documentation as a way for college admissions officers to understand the
academic progress or success of students. The fierce independence of New
Hampshire schools and the variations seen in the assessment and grading systems
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utilized in CBE schools across the nation may have the result of making adoption of
such a recommendation difficult. School counseling offices should, however, seek to
provide more information, rather than less on their documentation. Some of the tables
and charts observed from just the participants in this study may be difficult for
admissions officers to use as they attempt to evaluate student-applicants.
•

Distribution of the findings of this study, and others, to concerned parties. School
counseling offices in CBE-model schools should find ways to publicize information
gleaned from this study and others. The evidence presented here, as well as in other
studies, indicates that CBE-model grades are indeed understood by college
admissions officers. The participants in this study, and the admissions officers
participating in the study by Stump et al. agreed that there was neither an advantage
nor a disadvantage for student-applicants from CBE-model schools. As this question
often comes up as districts are considering or implementing CBE systems in their
schools, there is value in this information becoming more widely known.

•

Consideration of public forums to connect admissions staff, school counselors, and
educational leaders. Given the ongoing and understandable concerns related to the
impact on college admissions for students attending CBE-model schools, public
forums would allow for concerned parties to hear from those involved. These sessions
could be recorded and made available online or on-demand as needed by
administrators, school counselors and others facing those difficult questions after the
forums are held.

•

Professional development for school counseling staff. Given the evidence that there
are simple ways that schools may be able to better serve their student-applicants, and
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the positive news related to the college admissions concerns of parents and students,
it is important for professionals in the field to know how to use this information to the
benefit of their students and schools. The provision of professional development
opportunities would help school counselors have the information readily available to
them, pathways to its distribution and use, and evidence at the ready when they are
inevitably confronted with questions about the effectiveness and value of CBE-style
assessment and grading.
Recommendations for Further Study
There are many areas related to competency-based education that remain to be studied in
a professionally reviewed way. The basic tenets of CBE, the impact on student learning, and
implementation challenges are waiting to be studied in this manner. This study captured the lived
experiences and perceptions of experienced school counselors regarding the admissions process
as they work with student-applicants applying to competitive schools. While this small study did
produce some important information regarding the school counselors’ lived experiences, this
study hints at several areas worthy of further study:
•

The various ways in which college admissions offices convert the information on
applicant transcripts to a numerical representation

•

The perception of college admissions officers regarding various styles of
secondary school profiles and transcripts

•

A quantitative study of the impact of the attendance at CBE-method schools on
the admissions prospects of students applying to competitive colleges

•

The success, as judged against their peers from schools using traditional grading,
of students from CBE-style schools matriculating at competitive colleges
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•

The post-college and/or career success of students from CBE-model schools as
compared to their peers from more traditional schools
Conclusion

Competency-based education is a model that is growing nationwide. New Hampshire
requires a competency-based approach and is one of 17 states rated as being at the advanced
stage of policy implementation as of 2019 (Scheopner Torres et al., 2018, Truong, 2019). As the
number of students being educated in these systems grows, so naturally does the number of
students applying to competitive colleges and universities. This study was designed to explore
the lived experiences and perceptions of experienced school counselors as they work alongside
student-applicants from their schools hoping to gain admission to competitive schools of higher
education. This study was significant as these perceptions may help guide school counselors to
adjust their documentation. This documentation, mainly school profiles and transcripts, is the
primary way schools communicate the academic achievement of their student-applicants.
College and university admissions offices use this information and often create a numerical
representation similar to a grade point average for each applicant.
The participants in this study described a limited amount of communication with college
admissions staff; they perceived even less communication with competitive schools. While this
might be seen as a negative, it indicated something more hopeful for the participants. Their
perception was that the small amount of communication, particularly the limited number of
questions received from the colleges, meant that the college admissions staff were able to use the
information the secondary schools provided in the way it was intended. This may not be the case
and is an area that might be explored in a follow-up study. The perception of the counselors
interviewed was that the college admissions officials had come to understand CBE style
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assessments and grading. Participants also described with significant pride the effort they had put
into creating school profiles and transcripts that provided guidance to colleges as they viewed
students’ transcripts. This, participants believed, did allow a fair and accurate evaluation of their
student-applicants. Finally, participants shared the perception that there was neither an advantage
nor disadvantage in the college admissions process for students attending CBE-model schools
when applying to competitive colleges and universities.
Looking forward, as competency-based education continues to grow, so will the
questions. Stakeholders including educational leaders, local school boards, teachers, counselors,
parents, and students, should have reliable information which is largely lacking at this time.
There appear to be pathways that can be addressed to connect school counseling and admissions
staff more formally and effectively. Each has an interest in communicating effectively with the
other during the admissions process. School counselors want to help their students access the
best possible future and perceive that they are. Competitive colleges want to attract students who
will thrive at their institutions and believe they are. The development of formal lines of
communication, increased standardization of secondary school documentation, the distribution of
the information in this study, and professional development for school and college staff may be
beneficial for both parties. Areas ripe for continued study include the ways in which colleges
convert grading data to a numerical representation unique to each school, the perception colleges
have of various types of secondary school documentation, how attendance at a CBE-model
school impacts a students’ admissions prospects, and the long-term college and career success of
CBE school graduates.
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Appendix A:
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E-mail Invitation for Research Study Participation

Appendix C:

University of New England Consent For Participation In Research
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Interview Protocol
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Appendix F:

Samples of School Profiles:

1. Margaret’s school. Approximately 1,655 students, central N.H.
2. CJ’s school. Approximately 360 students, White Mountains region of N.H.
3. Donna’s school. Approximately 800 students, central N.H.
4. Abbey’s School. Approximately 240 students, Seacoast N.H.
5. Leo’s School. Approximately 580 students, western N.H.
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Appendix A:
E-mail Invitation for Research Study Participant Recruiting1

Subject: Research Study Participant Request
Dear [Superintendent],
I am currently a doctoral student at the University of New England working on my dissertation,
Perceptions of Experienced Secondary School Counselors from Competency-Based Education
Schools Regarding Competitive College Admissions Practices.
I am looking to your permission to recruit and ultimately interview one or two of your school
counselors who have worked in competency-based systems for five years or more. My general
topic is the ways in which you interact with college admissions staff during the admissions
process, either directly or through your transcripts and school profiles. These will be 20-30 min.
interviews via Zoom, and all participants will sign a consent form and their identities and
answers de-identified.
If you have questions, I am happy to answer them. In order to proceed, I am required to get your
permission, which can be in the form of an email reply.
Thank you for your consideration,

Robert Dawson
Doctoral Candidate, University of New England

1

Appendices are partially adapted from the work of Dr. Karen Schedin, UNE ’20, with permission.
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Appendix B:
E-mail Invitation for Research Study Participation

Subject: Research Study Participant Request
Dear [Name],
I am currently a doctoral student at the University of New England working on my dissertation,
Perceptions of Experienced Secondary School Counselors from Competency-Based Education
Schools Regarding Competitive College Admissions Practices, and I am looking to interview 8
to 10 volunteer school counselors who have worked in competency-based systems for five
years or more. My general topic is the ways in which you interact with college admissions staff
during the admissions process, either directly or through your transcripts and school profiles. I
am hopeful that you will be one of them.
Participant information:
• Interviews will be conducted in person, online through Zoom, or by phone and are
expected to last approximately 20-30 minutes.
• Prior to, or at the time of the interview, a consent form will be reviewed and signed. An
interview occurring online or via telephone will use an electronic signature, and an emailed form is acceptable.
• Volunteers will have an opportunity to review a transcript of the interview to ensure
accuracy.
• Participant identity and institution information will be protected and masked.

I know you are very busy, and I would be most appreciative of your participation and respectful
of your time. Please let me know if you would like to schedule an interview or if I can provide
any additional information about the research study. I may be reached at rdawson1@une.edu.

Thank you for your consideration,

Robert Dawson
Doctoral Candidate, University of New England

APPROVED FOR USE BETWEEN
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Appendix C:
University of New England
Consent For Participation In Research

Project Title: Perceptions of Experienced Secondary School Counselors from CompetencyBased Education Schools Regarding Competitive College Admissions Practices
Principal Investigator(s):
C. Dawson, University of New England

on1@une.edu
867-5040

Robert

Rdaws
603-

Introduction:
• Please read this form. You may also request that the form is read to you. The purpose of
this form is to give you information about this research study, and if you choose to
participate, document that choice.
• You are encouraged to ask any questions that you may have about this study, now,
during or after the project is complete. You can take as much time as you need to decide
whether or not you want to participate. Your participation is voluntary.
Why is this research study being done?
This study seeks to document the perceptions of experienced secondary / high school
level school counselors in competency-based education schools as they assist students
through the college admissions process.
Who will be in this study?
Participants will be school counselors responsible for assisting high school students as
they seek admission to competitive colleges and universities. The counselors will be
selected from New England schools that use competency-based education assessment
systems and grading. They will all have at least five years’ experience assisting students
in the college admissions process.
What will I be asked to do?
If you agree to participate in this research study, your participation will include an
interview that will take approximately 20-30 minutes and be recorded. The researcher
will discuss and review the consent form at the beginning of the interview and obtain
your signature. Online participants will sign electronically, and an e-mailed consent form
is acceptable.
What are the possible risks of taking part in this study?
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There are no foreseeable risks associated with the research, and participants can refuse
to answer questions at any time for any reason.
What are the possible benefits of taking part in this study?
There may be no direct personal benefit from your participation. However, the
knowledge gained from the study may help school counselors in schools similar to
yours.
What will it cost me?
There is no cost to participants for participation.
How will my privacy be protected?
• Your name and that of your institution will be masked using pseudonyms.
• A neutral site will be selected and used for the interview if you prefer.
• The results of the study will be published in a doctoral dissertation that will be
accessible through ProQuest Central.
How will my data be kept confidential?
• All physical documents will be kept in a locked cabinet by the researcher for the
duration of the study.
• Electronic files will be kept on the researcher’s laptop that is password protected.
• The audio recordings from the interviews will be maintained by the principal
researcher and deleted at the completion of the study.
• A copy of your consent form will be maintained by the principal investigator for at
least three years after the project is complete before being destroyed. The form will
be kept in a locked cabinet and the location will not be associated with data collected
during the study.
What are my rights as a research participant?
• Your participation is voluntary. Your decision to participate will have no impact on your
current or future relations with the University.
• Your decision to participate will not affect your relationship with Robert.
• You may skip or refuse to answer any question for any reason.
• If you choose not to participate there is no penalty to you and you will not lose any
benefits that you are otherwise entitled to receive.
• You are free to withdraw from this research study at any time, for any reason.
o If you choose to withdraw from the research there will be no penalty to you and
you will not lose any benefits that you are otherwise entitled to receive.
• You will be informed of any significant findings developed during the course of the
research that may affect your willingness to participate in the research.
• If you sustain an injury while participating in this study, your participation may be ended.
What other options do I have?
• You may choose not to participate.
Whom may I contact with questions?
• The researcher conducting this study is Robert C. Dawson
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For more information regarding this study, please contact Robert at (603) 8675040 or rdawson1@une.edu
If you choose to participate in this research study and believe you may have suffered a
research related injury, please contact Dr. Michelle Collay at the University of New
England, (207) 602-2010 or at mcollay1@une.edu
If you have any questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, you may
call Mary DeSilva, Sc.D., Chair of the UNE Institutional Review Board at (207) 221-4567
or irb@une.edu.
o

•
•

Will I receive a copy of this consent form?
• You will be given a copy of this consent form.

______________________________________________________________________
Participant’s Statement
I understand the above description of this research and the risks and benefits associated
with my participation as a research subject. I agree to take part in the research and do so
voluntarily.

Participant’s signature

Date

Printed name
Researcher’s Statement
The participant named above had sufficient time to consider the information, had an
opportunity to ask questions, and voluntarily agreed to be in this study.

Researcher’s signature

Printed name

Date
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Appendix D:
Interview Protocol
Name of Interviewer:
Robert
C. Dawson
Pseudonym:
TBA
Date of Interview:
TBA
Location / Method:
TBD

Greeting and Initial Interaction
Good Afternoon, [Participant]. I appreciate your willingness to meet with me and the time
to interview you for my research study. As I mentioned, I am a doctoral student at the
University of New England in the online EdD program for Transformative Leadership.
The title of my study is Perceptions of Experienced Secondary School Counselors from
Competency-Based Education Schools Regarding Competitive College Admissions
Practices. This study seeks to document the perceptions experienced counselors have
regarding their interactions with college admissions staff, particularly as you seek to
describe the academic record of your students in a CBE model school.
Thank you for reviewing the consent form. Do you have any questions about it before
you sign it?
Your role as a school counselor, and the ways in which you interact with colleges and
universities is ideal for my research, and I seek to understand your experiences. This
interview is for research purposes, and I will be transcribing the interview, as well. Would
you allow me to record it for transcription so that I may more easily listen and interact
with you, rather than take notes?
You will be provided a chance to review the transcript and make comments and/or
corrections to it prior to my use in this study. Before we begin, do you have any
questions or concerns that you need me to address?
Thank you.
Opening / Demographics
I would like to begin with some background information about you.
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Do you have a preferred pseudonym for me to use for you, or may I select one for you?
If yes, what is it? ________________
Please tell me your age and gender identity; if you prefer not to share, that is fine.
Which pronouns are appropriate when I refer to you?
What is the highest level degree you have earned? In what program?
Your current job title?
What are your current job responsibilities?
How many years have you worked in secondary education?
How many years have you worked as a secondary level school counselor?
How many years at your current institution?
Now, some general information about counseling at your school.
Approximately how many students are in your school?
How many counselors in your department assist students as they navigate the
admissions process for colleges and universities?
If you can share, approximately how many students do you assist as they navigate the
admissions process each year?
What portion of those students are applying to competitive colleges? For the purposes of
this study, those would be schools that admit less then 50% of applicants.
Before we get started, would you please describe any professional or personal
connections we have of which you are aware?
Additional Info: Schools’ Grading System
1. Please briefly describe the grading system in your school. How are students’ final grades
determined?
a. Probe: Are students’ grades reported out as letter or number grades? Some
other way?
b. Probe: Do you calculate GPA’s for students? Class Rank?

Main Interview Questions:
Research Question #1: Interactions with competitive colleges
Read: “For this study, competitive colleges are those accepting fewer than 50% of applicants.
New England schools in this category include Dartmouth, Boston College, Rhode Island School
of Design, Colby, and Middlebury.”
1. How often do you have students apply to colleges such as these? If you can tell me, how
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successful are your students when applying to such schools?
2. Please describe the methods of contact you have with college admissions staff from
competitive colleges.
3. Please describe some typical ways in which you would communicate with admissions
staff during the process of your students exploring and applying to competitive schools.
4. Please describe any observations you have heard from college counselors regarding
competency-based education as a whole.
5. What are the types of questions you receive from these schools?
6. What are the types of concerns you hear from these schools?
7. How would you describe the interactions you have with competitive college vs those you
have with less competitive institutions?
8. How would you describe the statements you hear / read from college admissions staff at
competitive schools regarding your students who are applying to their schools having
attended CBE schools?
Research Question #2: Modification of reports for colleges / universities.
1. In general, what portion of colleges to which your students apply require a transcript to
be included with the application?
2. What percentage of colleges require a school report, or is this included automatically?
3. Please describe any ways in which you and your department modify or alter your
transcripts of school reports to accurately inform colleges about competency-based
grading.
a. Probe: Do you include a statement about what CBE is?
b. Probe: Do you include a statement, chart, or diagram describing what various
numerical (or ___) grades mean?
c. Probe: Do you include a conversion chart for colleges to create an accurate GPA
from the students records?
4. [If not clear from above] Please describe how your school’s transcript differs from that of
a school using traditional grading methods, such as A-B-C-D-F grades.
5. Please describe any shortcoming you perceive with your current documentation.
6. Please describe any observations you have heard from college counselors regarding the
ways in which students are graded in CBE systems.
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Research Question #3: Changes over time
1. Please describe the ways in which you have altered your transcripts and school reports
over the last few years.
2. How would you describe the reasons for any modifications you have made to your
transcripts and school reports over the last few years?
a. Probe: what factors have created a motivation for you to make these changes?
3. How do you perceive the knowledge regarding CBE among college counselors over the
last several years?
4. How would you describe the changes to the ability of colleges to accurately evaluate
students from CBE model schools?
5. How would you describe the changes you have seen in college’s overall evaluation of
students from CBE model schools?
a. Probe: How would you describe their questions? Concerns?
b. Probe: What is your perception of the familiarity college admissions staff has with
CBE over the last several years?

Any additional comments you would like to make?
What questions do you believe I should have asked you, and did not?
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Appendix E: IRB Approval

145
Appendix F-1: Margaret’s School Profile
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Appendix F-2: CJ’s School Profile
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Appendix F-3: Donna’s School Profile
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Appendix F-1: Abbey’s School Profile
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Appendix F-5: Leo’s School Profile
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